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Introduction

WAGNER CONTRA VERDI

During the summer of 1913 the North-Italian town Parma celebrated the cen-
tenary of its most famous son, the greatest composer of nineteenth-century 
Italy and an icon of Italian nationalism: Giuseppe Verdi. The anniversary was 
staged in connection with a three-month agricultural exhibition in the gardens 
of the former Ducal Palace, a reference to Verdi’s supposedly “rough peasant 
origins,” turning him into a man of the people and of the soil. During the 
opening night of the celebrations fi reworks illuminated the scenery and brass 
bands from all over Italy entertained visitors with medleys of Verdi’s most pop-
ular tunes, especially the famous choruses from Nabucco and Aida. Over the 
following weeks seven Verdi operas were performed at the Teatro Regio. Films 
about Verdi and his birthplace were screened. A new, grandiose monument to 
Verdi was begun, although it was not completed until 1920. Parma presented 
itself to its citizens and to visitors from all over Europe as a combination of 
music and the soil, of Verdi and agriculture, a mixture of local traditions and 
national pride. The emphasis on Verdi’s agrarian roots created an explicitly 
anti-modern image, based on ideas which Verdi himself had carefully crafted 
and which were reproduced in numerous biographical accounts, in the com-
poser’s widely circulated photographs, and in poetic elegies such as the hymn 
In Morte di Giuseppe Verdi by the proto-Fascist Gabriele D’Annunzio.1

It is not surprising that music and opera loomed so large in the image 
Parma had created of itself, since the theatre was a site of great symbolic 
importance in every Italian city and the focus of a complex web of local socia-
bility.2 Opera was considered the nation’s principal art form, synonymous 
with being Italian. But was Parma’s stress on the soil and tradition typical 
of the way Italian cities represented themselves in the wake of World War I? 
Apart from Verdi, there is another name which immediately comes to mind 
when thinking about nineteenth-century opera: Richard Wagner. Both men 
were born in 1813. In 1913, Bologna decided against Verdi and in favour of 
Wagner, the fear being that the city would remain in Parma’s shadow if it 
celebrated Verdi’s anniversary. Unlike Parma, Bologna had no direct relation-
ship to Verdi; and Parma had already secured the king’s patronage for the 
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events and the prime minister Giovanni Giolitti served as honorary president. 
All over Italy Verdi was honoured with busts and commemorative medals, 
making it diffi cult for any city to stand out.3 Instead of Verdi, Bologna chose 
to focus on “the music of the future,” celebrating the centenary of Richard 
Wagner. Wagner’s name was synonymous with the vanguard of European 
music-theatre, and represented an engagement with the experience of moder-
nity through symbolist aesthetics. To honour the German composer was to 
vaunt Bologna’s cosmopolitan ambitions. Moreover, the political meaning of 
Wagner in Italy was very different from our contemporary associations and 
from the political contextualisation of Wagner in Germany. The Italian Wag-
ner stood not for aggressive völkisch nationalism, but for the barricades of the 
1848 Revolution in Dresden. He was known as a friend of the Russian anar-
chist Bakunin, supposedly the model for Siegfried. The composer’s reform of 
the theatre was understood as a response to the ideas of the Republican leader 
of Italy’s national movement, Giuseppe Mazzini. Since Bologna’s Lohengrin 
of 1871, the fi rst Wagner opera ever staged in Italy, the city had become the 
capital of Italian Wagnerism, as befi tted a modern, progressive and cosmopol-
itan centre of European culture. Most Italian versions of Wagner’s operas had 
been premiered at Bologna’s Teatro Comunale, and the city opened the 1913 
centenary-season with its tenth staging of Lohengrin, followed on 1 January 
1914 by the Italian premiere of Parsifal, considered by many Wagner’s most 
mythical-medieval, but also his most sublime and modern work.4

The modernist-cosmopolitan image Bologna created with the help of its 
Wagner centenary contrasts dramatically with Parma’s emphasis on Verdi and 
the soil. Cultural policy on the municipal level entails representing the urban 
self through images such as these, images used by the municipal administration 
to communicate an idea of the city to its citizens, to the nation, and beyond. 
Spectacular exhibitions and opera performances which attract international 
visitors serve precisely this purpose. As the examples of Parma and Bologna 
illustrate, policies of cultural self-representation offer choice, in this case the 
choice between traditional and modern images, between national pride and 
cosmopolitan ambition. In opting for one policy rather than another, munici-
pal administrators and political representatives make a statement about the 
city, but they also relate the city to the nation and the wider world. Thus, the 
cities’ cultural representation speaks a local language as well as a national and 
transnational language. This last point is particularly important when refer-
ring to Italy, a country often associated with the combination of an underde-
veloped political culture and the aggressive nationalism which paved the way 
for Fascism. However, when examining Italian identity, not only do we have 
to take account of regional diversity and strong municipal traditions, but also 
we should appreciate that Italian culture engages closely with wider European 
experiences. Challenging the stereotypical idea of a nation obsessed with its 
own traditions and absorbed in its music, its culinary culture and organised 
crime, I see Italy’s political, intellectual and cultural transformation during the 
nineteenth century as closely linked to the European experience of modernity, 
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refl ected in philosophical attempts at making modern change meaningful, in 
aesthetic debates and in particular in Italy’s cosmopolitan approach to music 
and opera, an art form which had played a crucial role in the Italians’ cultural 
self-representation since the eighteenth century. The Italy which emerges from 
my research is a profoundly European and cosmopolitan country. In this view 
the long crisis of the liberal system, and its ultimate collapse, were closely 
connected to the European experience of modernity. Another stereotype 
dominating much of the historiography on liberal Italy is its narrow focus on 
the country’s cultural pessimism, malaise and decline after Unifi cation, often 
presented as an explanation for the collapse of the liberal regime after World 
War I.5 In this perspective liberal Italy was “the antechamber of Fascism.”6 
While a consciousness of crisis played an important role in the country’s intel-
lectual discourse during the fi ne secolo, Italy’s opening towards European 
modernism also stands for attempts to fi nd solutions to this crisis, for a new 
beginning and a positive attitude towards the future.

FROM RESURGENCE TO COLLAPSE

This book is concerned with the relationship between cities and the nation, 
and the attitudes of those cities towards modernity, as articulated through 
municipal cultural policy. It covers Italy from its Unifi cation as a nation-state 
at the end of the 1850s to the crisis of the liberal system and its collapse 
under Fascism during the early 1920s. Italy’s Unifi cation as a nation-state 
was the result of the Risorgimento. The term means resurgence and refers 
to the mythical idea that Italy had once existed as a nation; but due to for-
eign dominion and internal divisions, often associated with the “barbarian 
invasions” and the medieval confl ict between Papacy and Empire, Italy was 
politically divided and had lost its sense of nationhood. Since the late eigh-
teenth century the idea of an Italian nation had re-emerged and given rise 
to a political movement, which had as its protagonists, among many others, 
Mazzini, Garibaldi, Gioberti, the Piedmontese kings Carlo Alberto and Vit-
torio Emanuele II as well as two political groupings, the Moderate Destra 
Storica (Historic Right) around Count Cavour and the Democratic Sinistra 
Storica (Historic Left), which originally included Republicans and later also 
men and women who associated themselves with the Internationalists of the 
early Labour Movement. The process of Unifi cation took several decades. For 
a short period the Napoleonic wars had led to a rudimentary form of Unifi ca-
tion, but after 1815 Italy was again divided into several kingdoms and duch-
ies, with important regions in the North and the centre under Austrian rule. 
Arguably the most important ruler of the Italian peninsula was the pope, the 
sovereign of the so-called Papal States, which extended from coast to coast 
and from the North to the centre of the peninsula.7 The Northern part of the 
Papal States formed the Papal Legations, with Bologna as their capital, and 
the residence of the Cardinale legato. Despite the important role of the Papal 
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States in the diplomatic history of Europe, the majority of contemporary 
observers considered the Papal States to be among the least developed regions 
of the peninsula, governed by an autocratic ruler who could retain his power 
only thanks to the Austrian troops which occupied most of his territory. After 
several revolutions during the fi rst half of the nineteenth century and the mili-
tary campaigns led by Piedmont and Garibaldi’s volunteers against Austria 
and Italy’s ancient states, the nation was eventually united under the crown of 
Piedmont-Sardinia, forming in 1861 the Kingdom of Italy.

Figure I.1 The Unifi cation of Italy 1815–1870. (Map based on William R. Shep-
herd, Historical Atlas. New York: H. Holt and Company, 1911)
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My book starts from the results of this process, the liberation of the Papal 
Legations in 1859 and their annexation by Piedmont. Based on a case 
study of Bologna, the book takes us through the so-called liberal period of 
Italian history starting with Unifi cation, up to its collapse under Fascism. 
It demonstrates the connections between political developments, social 
change and culture. Culture helped in the process of constructing urban 
and national identities after Unifi cation; but in the case of Bologna the 
city’s politics of culture also became a political target for those fi ghting 
against the liberal institutions and democracy, explaining why Bologna 
was the fi rst city in which the Fascists ended democratic rule, two years 
before their March on Rome. Thus, in addition to explaining the trans-
formation of Italy during the liberal period, my book also offers a new 
perspective on the origins of Fascism in Italy.

CITIES, IDENTITIES AND CULTURAL POLICY

An important concept in thinking about the Italian nation is l’Italia delle 
cento città, the “nation of the hundred cities,” an image that stands for 
the idea that Italy was constituted as an ensemble of countless, centuries-
old municipalities. Due to the peninsula’s internal divisions the cities have 
always played a vital role in Italian history, politically as well as culturally. 
Many of them once constituted sovereign city states; others had been the 
capital cities of ancient states. With reference to this concept and its history 
my book understands the cultural policy of the Italian cities as a major 
instrument through which Italians related local identity to the experience 
of the nation and of being European. While Gramsci criticized the per-
sistence of Italy’s “municipal particularism” after Unifi cation and under-
stood cosmopolitism to be a legacy of Catholicism,8 my analysis of the 
cities’ politics of culture reveals how municipal identity became the key to 
engaging with the nation as well as with European culture. Thus, munici-
pal policy becomes a vehicle for understanding the cultural ramifi cations 
of attitudes towards societal change, the nation-state and the European 
experience of modernity. Through cultural policy the urban elites con-
structed a link between their cities and the nation-state. However, using 
opera, architecture and town planning as their idiom, they also engaged 
with transnational responses to the challenges of modernity, presenting an 
important intellectual and aesthetic bridge between Italy and wider Euro-
pean experiences.

Within this conceptual framework the former Papal Legations and their 
capital Bologna serve as a case study, which, through references to other 
Italian cities, is integrated into a general survey of Italy’s social, cultural 
and political transformation since Unifi cation. While research on identity 
and culture during the age of nationalism often concentrates on capital 
cities, my book contributes to recent debates on the role of “second cities” 
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during the making of nation-states.9 The contrast between the region’s 
relative socioeconomic backwardness and Bologna’s rich cultural infra-
structure is instructive, illuminating the contradictions which marked the 
Italian experience of modernity and allowing us to illustrate the role of 
culture in the attempts made to come to terms with continuity and change 
during the decades around the turn of the century. The Papal States played 
a crucial role in the struggle for Unifi cation; the Romagna became a breed-
ing ground for Italy’s revolutionary Left; and it was in Bologna where 
the Fascist squads fi rst ousted a democratic administration. Nevertheless, 
we know relatively little about the city and the region during the period 
between Unifi cation and Fascism. Most of the Anglo-American literature 
on modern Italy builds upon the examples of Piedmont, Tuscany, Venetia 
and Lombardy, or analyses the specifi c circumstances of Unifi cation in the 
South. Moreover, historians concerned with the political and intellectual 
history of the Risorgimento and the liberal period have tended to neglect 
the specifi city of local attitudes towards the formation of the nation-state, 
and often underestimate the rivalry between the cities regarding their indi-
vidual role in the new kingdom.

Understanding the transformation of social and political realities as an 
aspect of modernity which affected Europe as a whole, Italians compared 
their experiences with transnational intellectual debate and aesthetic forms 
of expression, a process in which municipal cultural policy became a crucial 
mode of communication. The municipalities played a similar role in com-
municating ideas of the nation. Contrary to the offi cial and centrally staged 
celebrations of the kingdom, the cities’ politics of cultural self-representation 
were often marked by enthusiasm for what was understood to be the local 
dimension of a national revolution.10 Directed from the centre, state forma-
tion challenged these local practices, leading to what Antonio Gramsci saw 
as the Risorgimento’s lack of a popular dimension and the “people’s indif-
ference towards the battles for national independence”, which, he argued, 
persisted after 1859 and 1870.11 On the basis of this assumption, historians 
study the attempts made to craft a national community, the ritualistic social 
function of invented traditions and the “religione della patria”. Through 
the symbolism of the Church these ceremonial and cultural practices were 
often familiar to Italians, but they were not always embraced.12 The imposi-
tion of national celebrations and the offi cial role assigned to Piedmont in 
representations of the nation left little space for local or regional diversity or 
for a concept of the nation founded on the people’s own consciousness and 
will. As a consequence, municipal forms of cultural representation gained 
in importance. Ideas about cultural self-representation created confl icts 
between Moderates and Democrats, Monarchists and Republicans, Catho-
lics and Liberals, men and women, young and old. To differing degrees 
these groups conceived of themselves in terms of a national and a municipal 
self, but their ideas of what constituted the city and the nation did not neces-
sarily coincide.
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Study of the celebrations for the centenaries of Verdi and Wagner may 
serve to illustrate the spectrum of semantic diversity evident in Italy’s munici-
pal cultural policies during the period. Cultural policy refers here to the ways 
in which cities represent themselves through culture, although the term is 
an analytical concept which did not exist in the contemporary vocabulary 
of nineteenth-century Italy.13 The analytical emphasis of my work is less 
on the economic ramifi cations and socio-political objectives of the cit-
ies’ cultural policies, than on aesthetic forms of expression as the focus 
of cultural administrators. Instead of concentrating my research on the 
cities’ attempts to sustain their citizens’ leisure activities through the pro-
vision of cultural infrastructures, my aim here is to analyse the ways in 
which political and cultural actors offered their citizens abstract keys to 
the experience of past, present and future. The relative proximity between 
political actors, cultural actors and citizenry on the municipal level pres-
ents us with a dimension of communication which we rarely fi nd on the 
national level. Nations are “imagined communities” whose members do 
not know each other in person and their politics of cultural representation 
are not based on direct communication with citizens.14 By contrast, on the 
municipal level cultural actors, political actors and citizens communicate 
directly with each other and within a common sphere. Despite internal 
hierarchies and confl icts, municipal cultural policy is the direct result of 
this level of communication.

THE CASE STUDY

The geographical location of Bologna, the dichotomy of progress and 
backwardness in its economic, political and cultural development, and 
the city’s key role in the events between Unifi cation and Fascism make of 
it an ideal case for the study of the transformation of liberal Italy and its 
politics of culture at the municipal level. The Papal States bordered the 
Empire in the North and the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies in the South, 
forming one of the largest states of the peninsula. Almost half of the sub-
jects of the pope lived in the territories which, after Unifi cation, became 
part of the region Emilia Romagna, with 2,284,000 inhabitants smaller 
in population than Lombardy and Piedmont, but more populated than 
Tuscany and Venetia, and counting more than twice as many inhabitants 
as the region of Lazio.15 Bologna, the capital of the Legations, was the sec-
ond city of the Papal States after Rome, located on the road from the Adri-
atic coast to Milan and at the head of Italy’s most important pass over the 
Apennines. Seat of Europe’s most ancient university, famous for its school 
of painting and a leading centre of Italy’s musical life, renowned across 
the continent, Bologna occupied a major place in the cultural and political 
history of the Italian peninsula. The city was the home of the glossators 
of Roman law, its Accademia fi larmonica awarded Mozart his diploma as 
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composer, through experiments conducted at the Archiginnasio Galvani 
discovered electricity, and Rossini revived the famous Liceo musicale after 
his retirement as an active opera composer from Paris. It was in Bologna 
that Pope Julius II celebrated the consolidation of his temporal power and 
that Charles V received the imperial crown. Napoleon made the city capi-
tal of the Cispadanian Republic and considered it to become the capital of 
a unifi ed Italy.16 With its revolutions in 1831 and 1848 Bologna played a 
key part in the Risorgimento and many of its protagonists became infl uen-
tial politicians after 1861. While Turin struggled with decline after it lost 
its status as the kingdom’s capital city and Naples became increasingly 
regarded as “ingovernabile,” Bologna recovered from decades of stagna-
tion under the later Papal regime. Soon after Unifi cation the city enjoyed 
international recognition as one of Italy’s leading centres of cultural and 
academic life. Crispi assigned the city an important strategic role in the 
country’s military defence. Neither Modena, its old regional rival, nor 
Parma, once the splendid capital of a duchy, was allowed to represent 
Italy on the relief for the national monument to the nation’s founder Vit-
torio Emanuele II in Rome, whereas Bologna fi gured proudly—along with 
Milan, Florence and Turin—as one of the great cities which had made the 
modern Italian nation.17

Meanwhile, however, the region around Bologna, the Romagna, was 
among the least developed parts of the country, in many respects a “South” 
in the North of Italy.18 While Piedmont and Lombardy could boast 1374 
kilometers of railways at the moment of Unifi cation, the entire territory of 
the Papal States and the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies had only 200 kilo-
meters. After centuries of deforestation, about a quarter of the Romagna’s 
territory consisted of barren hills and mountains, offering little prospect 
for modern agricultural exploitation. The division of Emilia-Romagna 
between three different states before 1859 had hindered the development 
of a unifi ed market and at the beginning of the twentieth century even the 
Campania and Sicily were still industrially more developed than Emilia-
Romagna.19 Compared to most of Western Europe, Italy had an excep-
tionally high rate of infant mortality, with Emilia-Romagna leading the 
nation’s woeful record.20 In 1870 70% of Italians were illiterate, com-
pared to only 31% of the French and 12% of the Prussian population. 
The Romagna exceeded the national average, attaining 82% of illiteracy, 
with 90% in some centres and among the female population, comparable 
only to the provinces of Naples and Grosseto. In Bologna itself illiteracy 
reached 78% in 1861 and was still as high as 56% twenty years later.21 
In 1860 Bologna’s university suffered the lowest number of student enrol-
ments in its entire history. With 454 students, it could nevertheless claim 
to have four times as many students as nearby Ferrara, while the remain-
ing universities of the Papal States—Camerino, Urbino, Marcerata and 
Perugia—together had a tally of no more than 358 students.22 Given such 
a situation, it is not surprising to discover that the administration of the 
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Papal States was marked by a lack of regulations for the recruitment of 
its civil servants. Procedures suffered due to corruption, arbitrary public 
services and the disastrous state of the archives.23

As a consequence of this general picture, Bologna’s political and cultural 
elites had to fi ght hard to improve the city’s image after the fall of the Papal 
regime. Unable to rival the economic development of cities like Milan or 
Genoa, they competed with Florence and Naples, their ambition being to 
establish Bologna as one of the cultural centres of the new Kingdom of 
Italy. Some of Italy’s most ancient noble families were from Bologna—the 
Bentivoglio, Bevilacqua, Malvezzi, Pepoli—and many of them played an 
important role in local or national politics. Leading fi gures in the Risorgi-
mento and in Italy’s cultural and political life after Unifi cation came from 
or lived and worked in Bologna—the Moderate prime minister Marco 
Minghetti; the Republican Aurelio Saffi ; the poet and politician Giosuè 
Carducci, Nobel laureate for literature in 1907; the publisher Zanichelli; 
musicians and writers such as Enrico Panzacchi, Giuseppe Martucci, 
Arrigo Boito, to name but a few.

Music and opera played a prominent role in the cities’ cultural self-
representation. With seventy-three theatres built between the eighteenth 
century and the Fascist period, Emilia-Romagna was an important centre 
for the performing arts.24 Nevertheless, at the end of the Papal regime 
Bologna hardly knew the works of French Grand Opéra and had diffi cul-
ties appreciating Verdi. The city’s aristocracy, which occupied the old fam-
ily-boxes in Bologna’s beautiful Bibiena theatre, preferred the bel canto 
of an earlier period—Bellini, Donizetti, and, above and beyond all, Ros-
sini, despite his rapprochement with the Austrian occupying forces after 
the revolution of 1831. It is more than a little startling, then, to discover 
that, just a few years after Unifi cation, the repertoire contained every-
thing that was considered progressive in Europe’s major theatres, includ-
ing Gounod’s Faust and the Italian premieres of Meyerbeer’s L’Africaine 
and Verdi’s Don Carlos. Thus, in 1871, Bologna was the fi rst Italian city 
to stage Wagner’s “musica del futuro”, Lohengrin, followed shortly after 
by Tannhäuser and Rienzi. Within months of Wagner’s death Bologna 
saw the entire Ring cycle. On the occasion of its Great Exhibition in 1888 
the city staged the fi rst Italian performance of Tristan und Isolde, and 
likewise in 1914, at the Teatro Comunale, that of Parsifal. Bologna had 
become the capital of Italian Wagnerism, and the scene of controversial 
debates on the future of European opera and on the part to be played by 
Italy. Bologna rescued Boito’s Mefi stofele after its fi asco at La Scala, and 
experimented with the French avant-garde. The Comunale, in particu-
lar, was one of the fi rst opera houses to welcome works from Russia. For 
decades it was associated with celebrated conductors such as Angelo Mari-
ani, Franco Faccio and Arturo Toscanini, at a time when the local theatres 
staged new dramas by D’Annunzio, with Sarah Bernhardt and Eleonora 
Duse in starring roles. Shortly before World War I Ferruccio Busoni, one 
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of the principal representatives of Europe’s musical avant-garde, became 
director of the Liceo musicale.

The city attracted international attention not only for its theatres and 
its musical life. The archaeological museum became a model for the ways 
in which to engage with the pre-historic past, admired by visitors and sci-
entists from all over the world. After Carducci’s death in 1907 his chair at 
the university was held by Giovanni Pascoli, then Italy’s most important 
living poet. During the Jacobin years, Bologna produced eighteen different 
newspapers and periodicals, which disappeared along with the Republican 
regime and the arrival of the Austro-Russian armies.25 As a consequence, 
at the moment of Unifi cation Bologna was less acquainted with a free press 
than were most other Italian cities.26 A generation later Bologna was pub-
lishing some of Italy’s most infl uential newspapers and journals and, long 
before the title passed to Florence, the city was considered the centre of 
Italy’s literary vanguard. This cultural and intellectual context provided 
Bologna with the means to articulate its national and municipal identity 
and to relate to the wider European experience of modernity.

However, Bologna’s progressive role as a cultural centre did not go 
hand-in-hand with the city’s political development after Unifi cation. The 
relationship between political developments and cultural representation 
constitutes one of the book’s main concerns. Italy’s “parliamentary revo-
lution” of 1876 ended the Moderate governments of the Historic Right, 
which had been close to the original ideas of Italy’s fi rst prime minister, 
Count Cavour. Italy turned fi rst to the Democratic Left and then towards 
trasformismo, a political practice whereby the government was based on 
ever-changing majorities in parliament, and therefore on a blurring of the 
ideological distinction between the main political groups. However, in 
Bologna, even after this shift in national politics, the municipal council 
continued to be dominated by conservative alliances of Moderates (later 
including the Catholics), supported principally by the city’s old landed aris-
tocracy. Only twice, in 1868 and again in 1903, the Moderate hegemony 
in the local council was challenged by majorities of the Left, representing 
the Democratic middle class and the Republican and Socialist movements. 
They used their brief spells in power to advance their ideas regarding the 
city’s cultural self-representation, thus challenging the city’s image in the 
eyes of the nation.27 According to Gramsci’s theory of “passive revolution,” 
Italian nationalism and the Risorgimento had lacked mass participation 
and revolutionary leadership. In his view this was largely the fault of the 
bourgeoisie, while the Moderate aristocracy for its part had been unwill-
ing to involve the masses in the project and to create a positive national 
identity, a “cultura nazionale.”28 However, even if the Risorgimento had 
not been a “bourgeois revolution,” the Democratic middle class had at least 
recognised the political power of culture and its role in crafting a sense of 
national identity. The municipalities became for them a stage, upon which 
to give a meaning to liberal institutions and citizenship. As John Davis has 
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argued, “everywhere local administration now offered the critical interface 
around which bourgeois Italy took shape, partly because local government 
was an important new source of jobs but above all because it was now a 
primary focus of economic and political activity.”29 Local administration 
was also a primary focus of cultural activity. While the nation struggled 
to convey a cultural and political identity to its citizens, Italians learned to 
identify with the liberal institutions and the nation through their munici-
palities. The politics of culture gave the Democratic middle class power, 
a power based on close collaboration between political actors, cultural 
actors and professional experts in the administration. Due to the particu-
lar confi guration of local politics in Bologna, which was still dominated by 
the Moderate elites, the city exemplifi es the complexities of the relationship 
between politics and culture: cultural representation does not necessarily 
mirror political majorities; instead, it refl ects the role of educated elites, cul-
tural experts and intellectuals in their specifi c social and political contexts. 
In 1914, as a consequence of the widened suffrage and the region’s socio-
economic development, Bologna was suddenly among the fi rst Italian cities 
in which the Socialist party obtained an absolute majority. The Socialists 
carried Bologna’s sense of identity into a new era. During World War I the 
city became a symbol of anti-interventionism, the campaign against Italy’s 
participation in the war, and of socialismo municipale. It also became a 
target for all those political forces intent upon challenging the interpreta-
tion of the liberal and democratic institutions which Bologna’s politics of 
culture had conveyed. As a consequence, although Fascism was at least 
partly rooted in rural Labour confl icts, Bologna became the fi rst Italian 
city in which the Fascist squads curtailed democratic rule.

Bologna’s political and cultural history constitutes in many ways a spe-
cial case, which differs from the experience of Milan, Florence, or the cit-
ies of the South, referred to in most histories of nineteenth-century Italy. 
At the same time, the cultural policy of Bologna’s local administration 
and the discussions within the city’s intellectual elite refl ected and antici-
pated social and economic developments which were representative of Ital-
ian society as a whole. Local confl icts regarding the role of the theatre’s 
private box owners in determining the repertoire of the opera help us to 
understand the social and political tensions in the former capital of the 
Papal Legations. These same confl icts also shed light upon Italy’s transi-
tion after the ancien régime, when the recently unifi ed nation-state had 
to cope with dramatic challenges to social conventions and cultural tradi-
tions. Claiming access to the city’s cultural institutions, the rising middle 
class questioned the social and political position of Bologna’s landed aris-
tocracy, which for centuries had served the Papal regime. Most of the for-
mer Italian states had to deal with similar issues after Unifi cation. Related 
to this is the question of how Italians identifi ed with the new Kingdom 
of Italy. Bologna had to negotiate the complex relationship between local 
and national identities, to replace ancient loyalty to the Papal States with 
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modern nationalism, and to compete with cities such as Florence, Modena 
and Milan in defi ning its place within the young nation-state. As a con-
sequence, municipal policies never simply refl ected developments within 
the city walls. Moreover, for Bologna being modern was a cosmopolitan 
ambition and a way to distinguish itself in the context of the new nation-
state. Thus, Europe became a major point of reference in the formation of 
urban selves. The cities’ self-representation after Unifi cation contributed 
to the creation of a new civic culture, which profoundly marked Italian 
society as a whole.

THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

The book deals with the role of Italian cities in shaping the nation’s social, 
political and cultural realities, placing the emphasis on the cities’ discourse 
about their cultural self-representation through theatres, architecture, exhi-
bitions, commemorations, archaeological excavations and museums. The 
aesthetics of reception, and the meaning political actors ascribed to this 
same culture, are at the heart of my analysis. Thus, the book differs in its 
approach and its use of sources from traditional forms of urban history, 
which concentrate on the history of administration and town planning.30 
There are many aspects of cultural life, however, which do not form part of 
this stratum of cultural representation.31 Many facets of popular entertain-
ment, the events in the Arena del Sole, the programmes of the commercial 
theatres and the “aerostatic performances” with captive balloons, although 
much loved by the Bolognesi, are only indirectly relevant to this book. The 
book does not narrate the rough and ready tales of Bacchelli’s, Guerrini’s, 
Beltramelli’s or Panzini’s popular Romagna. Instead, it is concerned with the 
municipality’s cultural policy and self-representation, a culture which con-
stituted politics, and which thus illustrates the political power of culture.

Theatre and music, art and architecture, as well as public debate on cul-
tural self-representation refl ect in a complex way on power, social change 
and confl ict. As Raymond Williams argued, “an essential hypothesis in 
the development of the idea of culture is that the art of a period is closely 
and necessarily related to the generally prevalent ‘way of life,’ and further 
that, in consequence, aesthetic, moral, and social judgements are closely 
interrelated.”32 However, Williams did not speak about art in terms of cul-
tural policy, for his interest was less in the reception and the public use 
of art than in the impact of politics and social change on the artist and 
his work. By contrast, my work investigates how the arts are used to do 
politics. Despite the connection between culture and its socio-political con-
text, culture does not simply “confi rm the present form of domination,” as 
Tibor Kneif suggests in his sociology of music,33 since it can also be used 
to undermine and destabilise dominion, or to anticipate societal change. 
Stylistic developments in Bologna’s theatres, the city’s town planning, and 
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its historical commemorations refl ected political decisions as well as aes-
thetic perceptions of a changing milieu. They generated public debate and 
marked the city’s and the nation’s political life. These debates, rather than 
the works of art themselves, constitute the social and political realities with 
which this book is concerned.

Political meanings associated with works of art, the repertoire at the 
opera, or styles in architecture are always specifi c to the social and political 
context of their reception.34 Many of Bologna’s artistic developments during 
the fi ne secolo, the decades around the turn of the century, followed trans-
national patterns. However, the medieval revival in nineteenth- century 
Bologna differed in its specifi c political connotations from the meaning 
of the Gothic revival in Germany or Victorian Britain, or indeed in other 
Italian cities. The widespread interest in the peninsula’s pre-Roman civili-
sations contributed to national foundation myths; in Bologna, however, 
popular Etruscomania also helped to foster local pride and anti-Roman 
sentiment. While Bismarckian Germany celebrated the victory over France 
in 1870 with Wagner’s Kaisermarsch, the fi rst performance of Lohengrin 
in Bologna, a year later, stood for cosmopolitan and democratic values. 
In order to assess these very specifi c meanings of culture, the historian’s 
source should consist not of the work of art itself but of the discursive 
structures informing its use and its reception.

My research is therefore largely based on the analysis of political lan-
guage relating to cultural representation. My book reconstructs the discur-
sive relationship between cultural elites, political elites and the public, with 
the help of sources from Bologna’s municipal administration, the records of 
council meetings, private correspondence, political speeches and memoirs 
of politicians and intellectuals, including the proceedings of the Deputazi-
one di Storia Patria, the local press, the records of Bologna’s Great Exhibi-
tion of 1888. On the basis of these sources my research proposes a new 
approach to cultural history and the history of the middle classes, aiming 
to reconcile trends in cultural studies and the history of cultural practices 
with more traditional approaches in intellectual history and the history of 
ideas. In my view an interest in the cultural practices of social groups should 
not preclude work on society’s more abstract forms of cultural expression, 
on the aesthetic content of the arts and its reception. Therefore I take into 
account Bourdieu’s work on culture and social distinction, but also de Cer-
teau’s concept of reception as a creative process and Pomian’s approach 
to the deconstruction of semiophores. On this basis my research aims to 
understand perceptions of change; the dichotomy of late socio-economic 
modernisation and the early embrace of aesthetic modernism; the relation-
ship between cultural challenge and political reaction. Koselleck’s approach 
to the semantics of historical time helps me to refi ne the frequently rather 
schematic accounts of the relationship between modernisation, modernity 
and modernism. My book makes reference to current debates on Italy’s 
fi ne secolo crisis, but avoids explaining departures from historiographical 
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“models of modernisation” by means of stereotyping references to Italy’s 
exceptionalism and eternal backwardness. Recent research on the Euro-
pean middle classes and their concepts of nationality are crucial to these 
debates. Banti’s critique of Chabod’s classifi cation of European nationalism 
shows that Italy stands between an ethnic-cultural form of nationalism 
and the politically motivated “plebiscite” of the French tradition. The book 
illustrates this idea through the analysis of the negotiation between local, 
regional and national identities, which were made meaningful through a 
wider European and cosmopolitan contextualisation.

CULTURE, INTELLECTUALS AND THE MIDDLE CLASSES

The cultural self-representation of the Italian cities after Unifi cation and 
the fostering of a historically informed civic identity was largely the proj-
ect of the middle classes. Their role in this process questions certain posi-
tions of Gramscian historiography. Bearing in mind the dominant position 
of Bologna’s Moderate elites in local politics it might seem surprising that 
the Democratic middle class was able to assume this role. As John Davis 
has argued, “the ideology of Moderate liberalism, at once progressive in 
material terms and conservative in social terms, dominated Italian cul-
ture, and won over the professional and bureaucratic classes.”35 However, 
as this case study suggests, the Moderates laid the ideological and insti-
tutional foundations of the Italian State, but with limited effects on the 
public sphere, civic culture and the domain of cultural representation, 
leaving behind a vacuum which the Democratic middle class was able 
to fi ll. Rather than “dominating Italian culture,” the Moderates largely 
ignored the nation’s and the cities’ cultural representation. The educated 
middle class took advantage of this situation. Instead of becoming pas-
sive receivers of culture, they imposed their own cultural values and their 
aesthetic refl ection upon the experience of modernity. The battles over the 
private boxes and the repertoire of Bologna’s Teatro Comunale, analysed 
in Chapter 2, or the role of the middle class in debates on the city’s conser-
vation projects serve as examples of this process. The Democratic middle 
class was able to impose its views on the basis of its “structural advan-
tage” as professional experts and members of the intellectual elite. Kocka 
defi nes the educated middle class through “anerkannte Bildung,” by which 
he means a broadly recognised and certifi ed education that determined its 
social position as well as its infl uence in society.36 The Moderates had little 
to pit against this.

The process of academic specialisation and intellectualisation assigns 
the professional middle class a special role in the disenchanted modern 
world. Professionalisation allowed important sections of the middle 
classes “to exploit their positions within the state to enhance their pres-
tige.”37 What Bourdieu describes as “les principes de divisions pratiques, 
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symboliques” no longer corresponded to the political and social realities 
of Italian society after Unifi cation, opening the door to new professional 
elites from a middle class background.38 For the Moderates after Unifi ca-
tion liberty meant “the spontaneous authority of knowledge, of rectitude, 
of capacity,” which for too long had been hindered by the spirit of the 
ancien régime.39 Urban and administrative historians of nineteenth-cen-
tury Italy have stressed the growing infl uence of technical experts in net-
works of local power. Mariapia Bigaran defi nes these experts as “frontier 
groups,” which had limited economic and political power and yet played 
a strategic role in the process of institutional and political moderniza-
tion.40 On this basis they enjoyed privileged access to cultural institutions, 
exemplifi ed in Bologna by people like Carducci, Panzacchi and Zannoni. 
The occupation of ideological territory by Italy’s professional middle class 
corresponds to the bureaucratisation of culture described by Janik and 
Toulmin in Wittgenstein’s Vienna. This process transformed the edu-
cated middle class into experts, in Bourdieu’s words “professionnels de 
la manipulation des biens symboliques.”41 While in Vienna changes in 
the social organization of culture followed the crumbling of the dynastic 
system, in Italy this happened as a consequence of the cultural vacuum 
created by the Moderate elites.42

This constellation invites us to reassess the practical implications of 
Gramsci’s interpretation of hegemony. For Carl Schmitt elites are empow-
ered by the consent of the demos or its agencies; one should add that this 
consent is often passive or based on coercion.43 Nevertheless, in the case of 
liberal Italy the political elites empowered cultural elites. Certain groups 
within the società civile were granted prestige as long as they did not 
directly and explicitly undermine the dominant ideology. The Moderates 
recognised that the national and cosmopolitan values of the middle classes 
did less harm to their own project than did the forces which opposed the 
liberal nation state outright. Consequently, they granted the middle class 
political rights and a certain degree of freedom in fashioning cultural rep-
resentation, which found its sphere of expression at the municipal level 
in particular. They were allowed to communicate their ideas within the 
ambiguous framework of artistic abstraction and aesthetic communica-
tion. It is an inherent part of this strategy to maintain that the arts are 
not political and do not serve as ideological propaganda.44 Their politi-
cal and ideological strategies were indeed complex. As a matter of fact, 
the middle class occupied its position not simply as educated profession-
als, but as intellectuals. Confronted with a situation Christophe Charle 
has described as “the isolation of the intellectuals,” Pier Paolo Pasolini 
accounted for the indirect power of intellectuals in the political sphere in 
terms of their “codifi ed mode of intervention,” which characterises the 
difference between the merely educated and the “intellectual.”45 According 
to Ernesto Ragionieri the intellectual had emerged as a protagonist and 
mediator of confl ict in Italy around World War I, when Croce became the 
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most prominent advocate of the Liberal State.46 However, as the case of 
Bologna suggests, this process had in fact started with the Unifi cation of 
Italy, when Carducci became one of the protagonists of Italy’s intellectual 
life. This constellation profoundly marked the civic identity of the Italian 
cities and the culture of Italy’s fi ne secolo.

THE BOOK’S STRUCTURE

The book is divided into three main parts, containing three chapters each, 
framed by this introduction and a conclusion. The chapters are conceived 
thematically while providing a chronological outline of cultural and politi-
cal developments from Unifi cation to the collapse of the liberal institutions 
after World War I. The fi rst chapter sets the scene for the case study, ana-
lysing the socio-economic and political transition from the Papal regime to 
the constitution of the Kingdom of Italy. With reference to Arno Mayer’s 
argument about the Persistence of the Old Regime,47 the chapter addresses 
the continuities among the city’s social and political elites after the depar-
ture of the cardinals and challenges the idea of a radical transformation of 
power structures after Unifi cation. This particular confi guration accounts 
for the long-lasting political hegemony of the Moderates in the local politi-
cal institutions. Chapter 2, on Bologna’s Teatro Comunale and the Italian 
opera industry, illustrates confl icts between the city’s ancient aristocratic 
elites and the modern administration over cultural representation, with 
the theatre a battleground as regards social status and political infl uence. 
“Money and Culture,” the third chapter, compares municipal fi nance under 
Moderate and Democratic administrations, showing in particular how the 
implementation of Italy’s national legislation affected local administration 
with regard to their spending on culture.

Part II of the book looks at the ways in which Italy’s nineteenth-century 
cities used narratives of its ancient and medieval past to endow the pres-
ent with historical meaning. Historicising discourse in nineteenth-century 
Italy did not invariably contribute to national foundation myths. Indeed 
local histories often undermined national narratives. “The Middle Class 
and the Historicising of the Present” explains how Bologna claimed legiti-
macy as one of the historical and intellectual centres of the young nation-
state through institutions such as its archaeological museum, its historical 
archives and its ancient university. “Medieval Revival” then explores how 
nineteenth-century references to the “communal age of freedom” during 
the early Middle Ages were pitted against the later period of “Papal enslave-
ment,” so as to justify symbolically the “patricide” of 1859, the city’s lib-
eration from the Papal regime. “Etruscans, Romans and Italians” analyses 
the widespread enthusiasm for the region’s early, and newly rediscovered, 
Italic civilisations. Differences in material culture, which the Antiquarians 
had largely ignored, were now interpreted in terms of an ethnic framework, 
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and the distinction between Ancient Rome and Bologna’s own Villanovan 
and Etruscan past was used to negotiate the diffi cult relationship between 
local, regional and national identities.

Part III of the book looks at the ways in which the city related to the 
nation and to European culture. “Urban Space and Civic Culture,” exam-
ines the local commemorations of the Risorgimento, subscriptions for 
monuments, the naming of streets and squares, and the “competition” 
between Bologna and her “sister towns,” Modena, Florence, Milan and 
others. Chapter 8 examines the Italians’ changing relationship to nation 
and monarchy during the Umbertian period. The cult surrounding the 
young queen Margherita led to a “gendering” of the language used in the 
construction of collective identities, and thus rendered the crown more 
accessible to the nation. “‘Viva Rossini—Morte a Wagner’? From Cam-
panilismo to the Future” analyses the symbolic-political meaning behind 
changes in the theatre’s repertoire and the city’s musical life. For the Dem-
ocratic middle class the opening-up of the repertoire, fi rst towards Verdi 
and Meyerbeer, and then towards Wagner’s musica del futuro, was a state-
ment in favour of a modern, cosmopolitan conception of urban selves. 
Initially, Bologna’s traditional audiences rejected the trend towards the 
modern European repertoire in the theatre as un-Italian and as cultural 
propaganda for the Democratic administration. However, when Bologna’s 
theatre suddenly appeared on the front pages of the international press, 
even the conservative elites were proud of the Teatro Comunale’s renewed 
fame. Bologna became the capital of modern music-theatre, in a country 
where opera was still regarded as the principal art form. The experience of 
modernity was articulated through the transnational language of aesthetic 
modernism in music.

LIBERALISM, SOCIALISM AND FASCISM

In the autumn of 1920 Bologna elected for the second time a Social-
ist mayor. Within minutes of the election, the Fascist squads launched 
an armed assault on the town hall, killed nine of those assembled to 
hear the mayor’s address in Piazza Maggiore and left more than fi fty 
injured. For the fi rst time the Fascists had removed a democratically 
elected administration, handing power over to the prefecture. Why did 
they choose Bologna? Why did the seizure of power start on the munici-
pal level, considering that the local labour confl icts took place in the 
countryside? Why did it oust the Socialist administration and yet not 
replace it with the Fascist ras? Although my work on the municipal poli-
tics of culture deals mostly with the liberal period, it also offers a new 
perspective on the origins of Fascism. In 1942, the Socialist historian 
Gaetano Salvemini denied that the Italians’ political backwardness could 
account for the collapse of liberal democracy.48 Rather than its citizens, 
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he held the institutions of the liberal state, the liberal party, the Church 
and the economic and military elites responsible for not backing demo-
cratic rule against the Fascist assault. In line with Salvemini’s account, 
one may note that Bologna’s highly developed sense of citizenship was 
betrayed by the institutions which backed the Fascist coup. However, 
this does not explain why Bologna became the fi rst victim of Fascism. 
The municipal government played only a tangential role in the region’s 
rural Labour confl icts which had given rise to agrarian Fascism. The 
assault on the town hall had not been economically motivated, and had 
no direct impact on the coercive powers which determined the confl icts 
in the countryside. Instead, the Fascists’ target was Bologna’s civic iden-
tity. The city’s politics of culture had created a sense of identity, which 
connected its citizens to the democratic institutions of the liberal state, at 
any rate at the municipal level. If there was one concept of the nation that 
had proved successful after Unifi cation it was l’Italia delle cento città, 
that is, municipal Italy. Bologna’s civic identity allowed its citizens to 
confront the experience of modernity in a positive fashion, an approach 
diametrically opposed to the brutally destructive answer that Fascism 
had to offer. Bologna’s “municipal socialism” built on earlier experi-
ences of municipal cultural policy, representing a synthesis between the 
city’s modern ambitions and the attempt to resolve the dramatic social 
question. The Fascists wanted to undermine and destroy the democratic 
institutions; the ideas represented by Bologna’s administration stood in 
their way. The politics of culture at the municipal level during the liberal 
period help us to explain why the Fascist seizure of power started from 
the cities, where a sense of the intrinsic worth of the institutions was 
more widespread than on the national level.49 The fall of Bologna was 
followed by the collapse of all the major democratically elected admin-
istrations in the region—well before the March on Rome, which repre-
sented the fi nal step in the seizure of power, the Fascist assault on the 
state itself, and which marked the end of liberal democracy in Italy.
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Political and Social Confl ict





1 Notabili
The Local Persistence of 
the Old Régime

 . . . relics of past regimes which refuse to die out

(Antonio Gramsci)1

ANCIENT NAMES

On 18 October 1859 the Marquis Gioacchino Napoleone Pepoli and his 
family arrived at the commune of San Giorgio in the province of Bolo-
gna. With fi reworks, music and cheers to “our king Vittorio Emanuele” 
the local population celebrated their annexation to Piedmont. As soon as 
the people noticed the arrival of the noble family they formed a procession 
and presented the Marquis the royal coat of arms.2 This enthusiasm for the 
liberation from the Papal regime and the unifi cation of Italy would not pre-
vent the same local population from staging uprisings against the imposi-
tion of new taxes and conscription to the Piedmontese army. Occasionally, 
cheers for Vittorio Emanuele were replaced by cheers for the ancient ruler, 
the pope. However, whatever their attitudes towards the Italian State, the 
majority remained loyal to the local nobility.

A study on politics of culture at a municipal level has to examine the 
social composition of the local political elites and their economic back-
ground. Italian historians have largely rejected Arno Mayer’s now classical 
study on The Persistence of the Old Régime.3 Although Mayer’s thesis is 
not unproblematic if applied across Europe, an analysis of social and politi-
cal elites in the former Papal Legations presents convincing evidence for the 
persistence of the Old Regime, despite the watershed of Italian Unifi cation. 
According to James Sheehan, Mayer fails to demonstrate “that aristocratic 
élites were relatively more important than other élites.” However, the case 
of the former Papal States seems to show exactly that: the aristocratic elites 
continued to occupy a predominant role on all levels of social and political 
representation, well after Unifi cation.4 Only where a specifi c professional 
expertise was required was their position eventually challenged by a new 
professional elite of middle class origin. It is for this reason that municipal 
cultural policy deserves special attention, and it is here that one aspect of 
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Mayer’s argument seems less convincing: Mayer suggests that the hege-
monic role of the ancient elites is directly refl ected at the level of cultural 
representation, in the arts and architecture of the period.5 However, decod-
ing aesthetic debates about the theatre’s repertoire or urban planning, a 
more complex relationship between power, administration and cultural 
representation emerges. At the level of the cities’ cultural self-representa-
tion the ancient elites, which constituted the Moderates’ local power base, 
were increasingly superseded by cultural and technical experts of profes-
sional and middle class origin, who were often Democratic in their political 
orientation. Although the educated middle class suffered from a “struc-
tural disadvantage” with respect to their socio-economic position and their 
political role in the local administration, they were supported by Italy’s 
changing political climate after the parliamentary revolution of 1876, when 
the Democratic Left came to power. They were able to exploit their profes-
sional expertise to impose their aesthetic values and, in more general terms, 
they discovered the political power of culture as the means of breaking into 
the existing hegemonies.

Piero Aimo differentiates between a period of “amministrazione dei 
‘notabili’” until 1865 and a period of “amministrazione dei ‘borghesi’” 
dating from 1865 to 1900.6 As a description of the social background of the 
local elites these categories seem not unproblematic. In Reggio Emilia, for 
instance, Moderate landowners dominated local politics until the electoral 
reforms of the 1880s. While these notabili, rooted in the Risorgimento tra-
dition, were in their majority of middle class background, part of the bor-
ghesia terriera, the case of Bologna seems more complex.7 Here, la fi n des 
notables was postponed until well into the twentieth century. For several 
decades after Unifi cation local politics remained dominated by patrician 
families, aristocratic landowners resident in the Legations’ capital.

In his History of Italy, Croce explained the role of Italy’s nobility in 
the municipal administrations after 1860 in terms of “the people’s general 
and spontaneous trust in the patricians, the gentry, the princes, dukes, and 
marquises”.8 In most parts of Italy people voted primarily according to the 
personal prestige of local candidates, if they voted at all. As late as 1886 the 
prefect of Modena declared that “the predominant aspect of the election 
was [the voters’] complete political indifference.” Not political programmes, 
but the candidates’ social status determined the vote.9 After Unifi cation the 
prestige of the ancient names lived on, in spite of the fact that the kingdom 
did not grant their bearers any signifi cant privileges. Since the eighteenth 
century monarchical powers had challenged noble privileges in the Ital-
ian states and feudal rights of jurisdiction had been abolished.10 With the 
exception of the hereditary princes of the royal family, the Piedmontese 
constitution did not even grant the aristocracy seats in the upper house.11 
Numerous noble titles or names, still in use after 1860, were not recognized 
in the heraldic hand-books. Nevertheless, before the parliamentary revolu-
tion of 1876 43.3% of the members of the upper chamber belonged to the 



aristocracy, including four out of the fi ve senatori from Bologna nominated 
in 1860.12 Likewise 29.4 % of the members of the lower chamber and 43% 
of the members of the government were of noble origin.13 “As the closest 
advisors and favourites of a powerful monarchy,” the Piedmontese nobil-
ity in particular was able to assert its leadership. Anthony Cardoza has 
challenged scholarship which stressed the fusion of new and old elites and 
the nobility’s marginalisation after 1861.14 The role of the nobility in the 
political institutions of the kingdom might appear less important than in 
Britain or Prussia during the same period, but considering the nobility did 
not fulfi l a constitutional role, its position seems remarkable. According to 
Croce it was owing to the

prestige of their names, the custom of seeing them since centuries in 
these positions, the fact that unlike the gente nuova they seemed to 
offer major guarantees of disinvolvement, of rectitude, of love towards 
the public well-being and the glory of their city.15

In 1860 the Corriere dell’Emilia, which was owned by Bologna’s later 
mayor the Marquis G. N. Pepoli, justifi ed the strong presence of the nobil-
ity in the city’s elected representation:

The council has to represent our illustrious city. The reason why so 
many of the famous names of our nobility are represented here is be-
cause there are no important differences keeping them apart from us. 
For the mere sake of declaring war against the aristocracy we do not 
want to fall into a primitive democracy. Rather than appearing gener-
ous, such a reaction would express a lack of enlightenment, distinction 
and education. An industrialist might fi gure rather well [among the 
members of the council], but we do not understand why the musician, 
the painter, the stone-mason, the teacher, the doctor, the surgeon, the 
pharmacist and so on is needed to constitute the town council. This 
would mean that any trade, any profession, including the mimes of the 
theatre and the beggars of the street should have the right to represent 
their commune.16

For decades after Unifi cation local politics in Bologna remained domi-
nated by the Moderate Destra. In the Piemontese parliament the Destra, 
the Historic Right, was referred to as the “partito aristocratico,” while the 
Sinistra, the Historic Left, was the “partito borghese.”17 Characterising 
the Destra’s approach to politics, Cammarano speaks of an “aristocratic 
concept of politics,” conceived as “arte di governo,” which was based on 
exclusive upbringing and excellent education.18 As late as 1884, Minghetti’s 
successor as chairman of Bologna’s Associazione Costituzionale and long 
time deputy for Imola, Count Giovanni Codronchi, invoked this ideal in a 
letter to Count Nerio Malvezzi, urging him to stand for election:
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It seems to me that the upper classes have the duty of involving them-
selves in public life in order to prevent society from falling into the 
hands of the worst elements. . . . You have an illustrious name and I 
must invoke noblesse oblige to induce you to accept an offi ce that will 
acquire authority and decorum through your name.19

A Socialist councillor from Bologna could still in 1896 oppose “democratic 
councillors” to “aristocratic councillors.” While the Democrats, he averred, 
shared at least some of the Socialists’ concerns, the Moderates were only 
interested in serving the interests of the local notables.20

In particular the local and provincial administrations and the offi ce 
of the mayor played an important role in the political careers of the local 
aristocracy. While Dennis Mack Smith insists on the decline of the Italian 
aristocracy during the nineteenth century, he describes local government 
as “their perquisite.”21 As a young mayor of the small town Grinzane, 
near Alba in Piedmont, Count Camillo Benso di Cavour provided the most 
prominent example of a Moderate aristocrat, who from a position in the 
local administration went into national and international politics.22 From 
the fourteenth century his family had belonged to the local ruling class. 
Likewise in Bologna the prestige of ancient names and the ownership of 
land determined membership in the local administration. Under the Papal 
regime the cardinal nominated the magistrati or conservatori who formed 
the local government. After Unifi cation, with Rattazzi’s law on communal 
administration, the council elected a giunta to lead the administration, 
while the king nominated the mayor. However, in Bologna the names of 
the men in charge hardly changed from one political regime to the next.23 
During the transition the administration was fi rst led by Count Giovanni 
Malvezzi, whose family had occupied important positions in the Papal 
administration since the sixteenth century. In November 1859 the Mar-
quis Luigi Pizzardi, the last conservatore of the Papal government, was 
elected Senatore (mayor). Even though the fi rst giunta included a few rep-
resentatives of the middle classes, they had been elected on the list of the 
“aristocratic” Destra Storica. All the important positions of the giunta 
were occupied by the landed aristocracy—Count Carlo Marsili, Count 
Giovanni Massei, Count Agostino Salina and Count Achille Sassoli.24 In 
January 1862 the king nominated Count Carlo Pepoli mayor, succeeded 
in 1866 by the Marquis Gioacchino Pepoli. Between November 1868 and 
February 1872 the Democrat Camillo Casarini led for a short period the 
local administration, the fi rst representative of the middle classes in this 
offi ce. After a short interregnum Gaetano Tacconi became mayor of Bolo-
gna (1875–1889), a landowner of middle class origin, governing with a 
Moderate majority. The fi rst mayor elected directly by the council was 
again a representative of landed aristocracy, Marquis Luigi Tanari, who 
declined the nomination.25 After more than a decade under Alberto Dal-
lolio, a Moderate landowner of middle class origin, the Marquis Giuseppe 



Tanari, became mayor from 1905 to 1911. A comparison with Milan pres-
ents a rather different picture during the same period, even if all mayors 
still belonged to the Destra. While the fi rst mayor after Unifi cation was a 
landowner (Antonio Beretta, 1860–1867), the second mayor of Milan was 
a banker (Giulio Belinzaghi, 1868–1884), the third a philosopher and man 
of letters (Gaetano Negri, 1884–1889).26

Box 1.1 Count Carlo Pepoli and Marquis Gioacchino Pepoli

The political career of the Pepoli exemplifi es the role of Bologna’s ancient 
nobility in the administration after the city’s liberation. Two Pepoli, Count 
Carlo Pepoli and the Marquis Gioacchino Napoleone Pepoli succeeded each 
other as mayors, the fi rst in offi ce from 1862 to 1866, the second from 1866 to 
1868. Descendents of the famous Taddeo Pepoli, who held Bologna’s signo-
ria in the fourteenth century, they belonged to one of Italy’s most ancient 
noble families. “How much history in these two names!,” as Giovanni Spa-
dolini remarked.27 In addition to their political careers, they were patrons of 
the arts and themselves pursued artistic ambitions.

Carlo, born in 1796, wrote prose and drama, including the libretto for 
Bellini’s opera I Puritani (1835). He also produced a popular translation of 
St. Mathew’s Gospel in Bolognese dialect.28 Part of the Legations’ provisional 
government in 1831, he was imprisoned for nine months after the re volution 
and then forced into exile. After Marseille, Paris and Genoa he went to 
London, where he married the wealthy Elizabeth Fergus of Kirkaldy, with 
whom he settled in a house named Felsina Cottage, a reference to Bologna’s 
Etruscan origins. Supported by John Stuart Mill and Mazzini, he succeeded 
Antonio Panizzi as professor of Italian literature at University College, 
where he is remembered as an “undistinguished scholar”.29 The revolution 
of 1848 brought him for a short period back to Bologna to become deputy 
and senator for the electoral college in Rome and inspector general of the 
Papal State. Sent back on a secret mission to London, it was a further decade 
before he was able to return to Bologna on a permanent basis.

The Marquis Gioacchino Pepoli wrote a patriotic tragedy, Crescenzio–
Odio contro i tedeschi ed il giogo de’ preti, and a drama on the female 
Bolognese painter Elisabetta Sirani, a success in Bologna in 1851; less 
acclaimed was his Gabriella, presented in Modena in 1874.30 Marco Ming-
hetti attributed Gioacchino’s “unbalanced vanity” to his earlier success as 
a playwright.31 From a young age he also followed a career as a diplomat. 
Born in 1825 to Guido Taddeo Pepoli and the Princess Letizia Murat, he 
was a cousin of the later Emperor Napoleon III. In 1844 Gioacchino married 
his cousin Princess Friederika von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, a daughter 
of Antonietta Murat. The family was at the time one of the biggest land-
owners of the German federation.32 Commander of the city’s Civic Guards

(continued)

Notabili 25



26 Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy

Of seventy-fi ve councillors elected in 1859 and 1860 thirty-three belonged 
to the group of possidenti or landowners, who paid a high land-tax and 
belonged in large part to the aristocracy. This category did not include owners 
of medium-sized or small properties who at the same time pursued another 
professional activity. Sixteen councillors were active in the commercial or 
industrial sector; another sixteen belonged to the liberal professions or were 
university teachers. Nevertheless, property often constituted the major source 
of income for the group of academics and professionals, and they represented 
similar economic and political interests as the group of possidenti.39 The local 
and provincial councils counted among their members famous names such 
as Bevilacqua, Codronchi, Grabinsky, Hercolani, Isolani, Malvezzi, Tacconi, 
Zucchini, all of them important landowners and most of them members of the 
nobility.40 Bologna’s prefects also belonged predominantly to the aristocracy, 
facilitating the relationship with the local elites. The fi rst prefect after the 

Box 1.1 Count Carlo Pepoli and Marquis Gioacchino Pepoli (continued)

in 1848, Gioacchino was referred to as “the king of Canaglia”. During his 
exile in Paris he developed close links with his imperial cousin and with 
Cavour.33 He became minister of fi nance in the provisional government of 
the Romagna, then foreign minister, governor of Umbria, and later was 
elected to parliament. He was among the founders of Bologna’s artistic peri-
odical L’Arpa and owned the newspaper Corriere dell’Emilia, which posi-
tioned itself in the centre of the political spectrum.34 Rattazzi made him 
minister of agriculture and industry, and put him in charge of the legisla-
tion on the monetary unifi cation of Italy. He was appointed ambassador in 
St.Petersburg and—after his term as mayor of Bologna—he became ambas-
sador in Vienna.35 Due to his family connections he was often suspected of 
being Murattiano rather than a follower of Vittorio Emanuele, favouring the 
Bonaparte as future kings of Italy. Spokesman of the French emperor during 
the war of 1859 and one of the architects of the 1864 September conven-
tion, in the eyes of many Italian patriots he seemed to serve French rather 
than Italian interests, in the words of the Democratic leader Camillo Casa-
rini “un miserabile”.36 Only the events of Mentana in 1867—the use of the 
French Chassepots against Garibaldi’s troops—made him distance himself 
from the policies of Napoleon III.37 In parliament Gioacchino Pepoli voted 
occasionally with the Centre-Left—mostly on issues concerning the relation-
ship between state and church. He frequently criticized the fi nancial policies 
of the Moderates, and from the 1870s until his death in 1881, he dedicated 
most of his political activities to Bologna’s Workingmen’s Society and the 
workers’ pension fund.38 Nevertheless, his career exemplifi es the role which 
Bologna’s ancient elites continued to play after the unifi cation of Italy.



liberation was Count Ercole Oldofredi Tadini. Marquis Massimo Cordero di 
Montezemolo occupied the offi ce from 1862 to 1865 and Cesare Bardesono 
Count of Rigras from 1868 until 1873, followed by Count Guglielmo Capi-
telli. After 1876 he was succeeded by a member of the Sicilian nobility, Mar-
quis Luigi Gravina, before the offi ce went for nine months to Nicola Petra 
Duke of Vastogirardi and Marquis of Caccavone.41 For about twenty years 
all prefects of Bologna belonged to the nobility. A leading Moderate from 
Bologna’s aristocracy, Count Codronchi, became prefect of Naples in 1889.

Some of the region’s large landowners were not even resident in Italy—like 
the Bonaparte, whose enormous property in Budrio was leased to Annibale 
Certani, who later became a protagonist of the region’s modernisation in 
farming methods.42 Analysing the wealthy elites in Florence after 1862, Raf-
faele Romanelli speaks about a “Renaissance Paradigm, in which forms of 
rural and urban seigniorial power were combined.”43 In many respects Bolo-
gna’s nobility still lived according to the ancient model of the Mediterranean 
cities, representing a “landed aristocracy . . . , propertied in the country but 
domiciled in the town . . . , and controlling by urban residence the govern-
ment, economy, and culture of both.” Unlike anywhere else in Europe, the 
Italian nobility was essentially urban and had remained so over centuries.44

ANCIENT LOYALTIES

Croce emphasised the extent to which the leading fi gures of the liberal era 
had lived “part of their best years under the old Italian states, full of memo-
ries of past times, in love with their region, lenient to see their legitimate 
interests, their dear and respectable feelings offended.”45 Even if they adhered 
to the idea of an Italian nation-state, they often were afraid of losing their 
social status and political infl uence under the liberal régime. Bologna’s press 
after 1860 demonstrates a strong “antipiemontismo,” opposition to a system 
that “subordinates Italy under Piedmont, the nation under the interests of a 
province and a dynasty.”46 This complicated the nobility’s integration into the 
new nation-state. During the Risorgimento, liberalism and identifi cation with 
the Italian nation had progressed among the social and political elites of the 
Papal Legations; but this involved an often painful break with ancient loyal-
ties. As Alberto Banti has shown, the concept of patria originally referred to 
small units such as the birth-place, city-state or province, without reference 
to a form of government. Before Unifi cation Bologna called its archaeological 
collections Museo di Memorie Patrie, referring to a patria within the borders 
of the Papal Legations; and the painter Pelagio Palagi referred in his will to 
the city of Bologna as his “diletta patria.”47 Only recently had this concept 
acquired a new meaning, referring also to the emerging nation-state.48 From 
the eighteenth century the concept nazione was used with reference to an Ital-
ian cultural community, but it also continued to describe entities such as the 
province or city.49 Even protagonists of the Risorgimento continued to refer to 
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the ancient states of Italy as nazione or patria: Carlo Botta spoke of nazione 
lombarda, Ugo Foscolo called Venice his patria, and Manzoni, in the 1827 
edition of his Promessi Sposi, used the term patria exclusively with reference 
to the State of Milan or the Republic of Venice.50 Still in 1903, referring to the 
relation between Bologna and the nation, the mayor of Bologna spoke about 
a big and a small patria.51 Paolo Macry has described the coolness of the 
Neapolitan nobility towards the institutions of the new State.52 For Bologna’s 
noble families, who over generations had served the Papal administration, the 
patria was the Romagna in the lands of Saint Peter. The revolution of 1831 
stood for liberal reforms and the autonomy of the administration rather than 
national Unifi cation and still in 1848 the primary aim was the “restoration 
of the papacy” in a modernised form—made explicit in the title of one of 
Minghetti’s political pamphlets—not the abolition of Papal rule.53 If at all, 
traditional patriotism could be combined with the idea of an Italian federa-
tion, but not with a central government.54 After 1849 this option had ceased 
to exist, but Minghetti’s later plans for a regionalisation and decentralisation 
of the unitary state still refl ected the same current of thought.55 Although 
legitimism played a less important role than in France after 1830, during the 
fi rst decades after Unifi cation the national governments remained concerned 
about the nostalgia for the former rulers.56 Taking the Papal State as their 
point of reference, the clerical opposition, particularly in the former Lega-
tions, and after 1870 in Rome, hoped for a restoration of the Papal regime. In 
December 1862 the prefect of Bologna, Marquis Massimo Cordero di Mon-
tezemolo, complained to the minister of the interior about the nobility’s wide-
spread indifference towards the new nation-state and their complete lack of 
collaboration with the local administration. Although the propertied classes 
constituted an important part of the electorate and dominated the political 
system on the local and the national level, only a small minority showed an 
interest in public affairs.57 In 1869 the prefect of Bologna complained that the 
country was deeply divided between those who still believed in the restoration 
of the former states and those who set their hopes on a Democratic revolu-
tion.58 Only parts of Bologna’s ancient elites supported the new nation-state; 
others were loyal to the Papal regime. Even organisations such as the Società 
Agraria were divided along these lines.59 In the long term passive opposition 
against the nation-state dominated the picture rather than political activism. 
The Bolognese architect Alfonso Rubbiani later described the legitimism of his 
early years as a juvenile “chivalry” encouraged by his personal affi nity with 
local aristocratic circles. “I was guided by my heart, a crude enough poetry 
perhaps . . . . Once I started to reason coolly . . . I ceased to be a standard-
bearer of the legitimist army.”60 However, despite the loss of its territories, 
the Vatican consolidated its political infl uence and in particular its control 
over the Italian Church.61 In the former capital of the Papal Legations the 
participation in elections remained below the nation’s average: between 1866 
and 1887 only between 29% and 38% of those having the right to vote par-
ticipated in elections.62 The Catholic opposition defi ned this “astensionismo” 



as “la politica del papa.”63 After the liberation of Rome national participa-
tion in elections was at 45.5%, indicating the widespread opposition towards 
this important patriotic achievement, despite the public euphoria reported in 
Bologna’s newspapers.64 Suspicion against the new state was also refl ected in 
the choice of education. In 1868 the Liceo of the Padri Barnabiti was still more 
popular among Bologna’s better families than the new secondary school.65

POLITICS AND PROPERTY

Despite the widespread loyalties towards the old regime, the Moderates of 
the Destra Storica were able to fi ll the relevant political positions with local 
noblemen who were close to their liberal views. Members of the local classe 
dirigente usually occupied more than just one political mandate, holding 
simultaneously positions in government, in parliament, the provincial and 
local councils. The Deputazione provinciale, a small committee of between 
four and eight men chaired by the prefect, authorised the communes’ “fac-
ultative spending,” municipal loans and taxes, making it a highly infl uential 
institution of municipal politics.66 Count Agostino Salina, a local patron of 
the arts, served as municipal and provincial councillor, mayor of the com-
mune of Malalbergo and president of both the Cassa di Risparmio and the 
Monte di Pietà. Count Francesco Isolani was also a local and provincial coun-
cillor, mayor of Ozzano and president of the Banca Popolare. Marquis Luigi 
Tanari was a member of the town council, the second chamber and later of 
the Senate. He became prefect of Pesaro, Pisa and Perugia, and succeeded 
the Marquis Giambattista Ercolani as president of the Società Agraria, open-
ing its doors to the Catholic reaction.67 Berti, Bevilacqua, Codronchi, Lugli, 
Malvezzi, Marescalchi, Mazzacorati and Pizzardi all played leading roles in 
local politics, while representing Bologna in parliament or holding positions 

Box 1.2 Marco Minghetti

As a former minister in the Papal government in Rome, Minghetti’s own 
political début predated the liberation of the Legations. After Unifi cation 
he determined political decisions in the Bolognese as local councillor and 
leader of the Moderates in parliament. From 1860 to 1861 he was minister 
of interior and therefore in a position to control Bologna’s prefects. From 
1861 to 1863 he presided over the provincial council, before twice becoming 
prime minister, from 1863 to 1864 and from 1873 to 1876, the longest serv-
ing prime minister during the years of the Right. From 1877 to his death in 
1886 he presided again over the provincial council. Throughout his political 
career he represented the agrarian interests of the Right.69
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in government. Most members of the local elite were associated with the 
“consorteria Minghettiana,” an example of personal networking that charac-
terized Moderate politics in many Italian cities.68

Research on the history of the European middle classes has emphasised 
the appeal of the aristocratic mores to the rising bourgeoisie.70 Through 
lifestyle, marriage or offi ce Italy’s land-owning middle-class, wealthy 
families like the Minghetti, sought to assimilate themselves into the nobil-
ity. Although Napoleon wanted to create a new landed middle class in 
Italy, a broad group of wealthy landowners destined to become Italy’s socio-
 political elite, after 1815 the aristocracy still controlled half of the land 
in the province. Lacking other opportunities of investment, by 1860 the 
middle class owned 54% of the land in the province.71 This development 
brought them closer to the nobility and deepened the gap between them 
and the less wealthy parts of the middle class. The overall number of large 
estates increased rather than the number of small and medium-sized prop-
erties.72 At the time more than 130,000 hectares were in the hands of 
603 large landowners. About half of this wealthiest group of landowners 
belonged to the nobility. There were remarkable differences in the size of 
properties: between 200 and 300 landowners held about 66% of the land, 
the biggest estate being the property of Prince Carlo Torlonia with 2954 
hectares. In the next category 5800 medium-sized landowners together 
owned 140,000 hectares. The remaining 73,000 hectares were owned by 
58,000 smallholders.73

Although the “non-noble landowners” were usually more open to mod-
ern forms of commercial farming, they shared the economic and politi-
cal interests of the nobility, represented by the Destra Storica. Minghetti’s 
family possessed a total of 1598 hectares spread over various communes 
of the province. In his memoirs Minghetti expressed his admiration for 
William Gladstone, exemplifying a certain model of social mobility: like 
Gladstone, Minghetti came from the propertied middle class and made 
his way into national and international politics.74 Over the decades the key 
positions within the ranks of Bologna’s Moderates were increasingly occu-
pied by landowners of middle class origin.

Both Minghetti’s and Dallolio’s careers are characteristic of the proper-
tied upper middle class among Bologna’s Moderates. They joined the lib-
eral aristocracy in their efforts to build the nation-state, and their social 
and cultural background made them well suited to merge with the ancient 
aristocracy in a perfect symbiosis of shared economic, social and political 
interests.79 They spent long periods in the countryside, “in villa,” assum-
ing the lifestyle of the nobility and demonstrating their social distinction.80 
In some cases this nobilitazione included marriages into the nobility: 
Marco Minghetti married Laura Acton, princess and widow of Campo-
reale. Through his wife’s daughter, Maria di Camporeale, Minghetti was 
linked to the von Dönhoffs and later the von Bülows in Germany, which 
gave him direct access to the Imperial court.81 Change in habitus went 



along with social mobility. In 1869 the entire city of Bologna was excited 
about the duel fought between the young Marquises Pizzardi and Maz-
zacorati, which took place on Minghetti’s estate. It was understood as 
affi rmation of aristocratic status. While he was prime minister Minghetti 
himself wounded his predecessor Rattazzi in a duel, after a confrontation 
in parliament.82 (A few months earlier Luigi Carlo Farini, at the time prime 
minister, confronted the king with a knife, trying to force a declaration of 
war on Russia. Considered mentally deranged, he was persuaded to resign 

Box 1.3 Alberto Dallolio

The career of Alberto Dallolio, a leading Moderate and mayor of Bologna 
between 1891 and 1902, is representative of this socio-political milieu.75 
Like Minghetti or Pini, he did not belong to the local nobility, but to the 
rich, land-owning strata of the upper middle class. Alberto’s father Cesare 
had been a close collaborator of Minghetti, town mayor of Pianora (province 
of Bologna), member of the 1859 Regional Assembly and later local and pro-
vincial councillor. His mother was closely connected to Carlo Berti Pichat, 
another leading Liberal and nobleman of the Risorgimento period. Alberto 
studied law in Bologna, a common preparation for the class of urban-dwell-
ing landowners and an entrance ticket into the classe dirigente. He suceeded 
his father as mayor of Pianora, before being elected to Bologna’s town coun-
cil, a position he occupied for more than a quarter of a century, from 1875 
to 1902. From 1876 to 1891 he was part of the local government as assessore 
for education. Like his father before him, he was elected to the provincial 
council (1884), a position he maintained for nearly thirty years. He occu-
pied leading positions in the local Moderate organisation, the Associazione 
Costituzionale delle Romagne, the Comitato Liberale permanente and the 
Unione Monarchico Liberale. Mayor of Bologna from 1891, he resigned in 
1902 in response to protests against his tax policies.76 The “popular” gov-
ernment which succeeded Dallolio’s administration in December 1902 sur-
vived only until the end of 1904. The city’s new administration was headed 
again by a representative of the local aristocracy. Dallolio remained an infl u-
ential fi gure in local and national politics. In 1905 he became president of 
the provincial council, a position he held until 1913. In 1908 he constituted a 
committee for the history of the Risorgimento and was appointed to the Sen-
ate, where he took nationalist and later interventionist positions.77 He enthu-
siastically supported the rise of Mussolini. His brother Alfredo pursued a 
career in the army and was appointed to the Senate. During World War I he 
became minister for armament and munitions, exemplifying the rise of the 
middle class in the military at a time when the number of aristocrats among 
offi cers fell to 3%.78
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but still granted a state pension.)83 However, noble rank was not exclusively 
symbolised through violence. Minghetti became the preferred cavalliere of 
Queen Margherita and a central fi gure of her salotto in Rome. Hence, as 
Alberto Banti and Marco Meriggi remarked, “during the 19th century it 
is possible to become privileged, one does not any longer need to be born 
privileged.” The only condition was that “social borders are re-drawn, 
that the languages of stratifi cation are rewritten.”84 In the Bolognese, most 
large landowners of middle class origin lived this symbiosis better than 
Don Calogero in Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s novel The Leopard, 
who despite his proximity in terms of wealth, continued to represent a 
cultural world quite different from that of Prince Fabrizio Salina di Don-
nafugata. What mattered was, in Bourdieu’s words, the habitus, “à la fois 
principe générateur des pratiques objectivement classables et système de 
classement (principium divisionis) de ces pratiques.”85

As regards their social profi le, Bologna’s ruling elite mirrors in accentuated 
form the general trend of Italy’s political class after Unifi cation. Although 
45% of the ministers in the governments of the Right before 1876 came 
from the liberal professions, including 15% lawyers, this seemingly high 
percentage is related to the fact that Italy had one of the highest university 
attendance rates in Europe. Earlier than elsewhere the professions were well 
regulated and a university degree was required to achieve professional rec-
ognition, at a time when in other parts of Europe self-made lawyers without 
academic background were still allowed to become judges.86 The categories 
used in the parliamentary handbooks are not unproblematic. Many lawyers 
were “avvocati solo di nome,” spending most of their time on the adminis-
tration of their estates.87 Often landowners of aristocratic background held 
degrees in law, like Bologna’s Count Massei, who played a major role in the 
local organisation of the rural economy, but represented the legal profession 
in parliament. In Reggio Emilia, in 1875, the electoral committee of the 
Moderates was constituted by four lawyers; all but one, a Jewish merchant, 
were landowners.88 Rather than on his studies or his professional experi-
ence, a lawyer’s prestige depended on his family’s social status. As a matter 
of fact, 97% of the lawyers in the governments of the Right belonged to the 
nobility.89 In contrast to the often unemployed lawyers from the South, who 
were proud of their intellectual background and closely linked to the Demo-
crats, there is little reason to count the wealthy, landowning lawyers from 
North and Central Italy as belonging to the liberal professions.90 Moreover, 
some members of the legal profession without property were closely linked 
to aristocratic families, whom they served as estate administrators. At the 
meetings of the theatre’s box owners many of Bologna’s noble families were 
represented through lawyers, who were frequently employed on a permanent 
basis by just one family.91 While law had the reputation of being a noble 
profession in Italy, we even fi nd a veterinarian among Bologna’s Moderate 
establishment. Marquis Giambattista Ercolani held a chair at the university, 
corresponded with Darwin on parasitology and was the founding editor of 



the fi rst international journal in veterinary science, later becoming rector of 
the university. However, he also was an important landowner and succeeded 
Minghetti as president of Bologna’s Società Agraria. As a result of their 
erudition, their interest in local history and their knowledge of the local col-
lections of arts and antiquities, the nobility frequently occupied positions in 
public libraries, archives and museums.92 Hence, academic titles and mem-
bership in professional organisations did not undermine noble status, with 
the result that academia and the professions were not exclusively the domain 
of the middle classes.

THE MIDDLE CLASS AND POLITICS

As Francesco Saverio Nitti remarked, the Italian borghesia consisted to a 
large degree in landed property owners, particularly in the North and the 
Centre. Until the early twentieth century real estate accounted for over 
50% of aggregate wealth in Italy. Compared to elsewhere in Europe the 
structure of assets shifted only slowly to fi nancial and business investments, 
bank deposits, government funds or shares. In most cities that part of the 
professional middle class, which did not have direct interests in the agrar-
ian sector, remained relatively small. Milan, with its relatively large group 
of professionals and white collar employees, remained an exception.93

Vittorio Emanuele II had voiced his hostility towards the rise of the 
“uomini nuovi, the avôcatass,” among the political elites; and Cavour used 
to describe the representatives of the liberal professions in parliament as 
“dottoruzzi di villaggio.” To a large extent these were elected in the South, 
on the lists of the Left. They benefi ted from the fact that a large portion of 
the Southern aristocracy remained hostile towards the Italian nation-state 
and therefore did not use their active and passive rights of suffrage.94

Until the late 1880s Bologna hardly had an industrial or commercial mid-
dle class to occupy positions in politics. Owners of medium-sized businesses 
like the publisher Zanichelli were exceptional among Bologna’s Moderates, 
the party of the local classe dirigente.95 Meanwhile, despite the prestige of 
Bologna’s university, the role of academics and intellectuals in local poli-
tics came nowhere near that of the agricultural elite. In 1869 Carducci was 
elected councillor in Bologna, but the seat he won in the parliamentary elec-
tions of 1876 was for Lugo rather than Bologna and for procedural reasons 
he was not allowed to take it up.96 When he received his nomination as sena-
tor, in 1891, he had long become a supporter of the monarchy.

The hegemony of Italy’s Moderate classe dirigente during the early years 
after Unifi cation was consolidated through control over the administration, 
the universities and the civil service, leaving little space for the Democratic 
middle class and oppositional politics. Moreover, the law granted the pre-
fects wide ranging freedom to incriminate political opposition. “Get rid of 
Mazzini and his crowd . . . And why do we need a free press? I think a bit 

Notabili 33



34 Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy

of soldiery is the right medicine for these people”: this was the method by 
which Minghetti imagined integrating the former Italian states into the new 
structures of government.97 Count Codronchi was known for his hard line 
on social unrest in the region, writing in June 1874 to Minghetti about “con-
siderable unrest in the cities,” convinced that “we need to crush it; to crush 
it soon, all at the same time destroying the organisational network which 
grows bigger every day. . . .”98 This unrest was associated with the broad 
spectrum of the political Left, which included Radicals and Republicans, 
but also Democrats of the Historic Left. Therefore, civil servants had to be 
loyal to the party of government, making public support for the Democrats 
almost impossible. Important positions in the local administration depended 
not so much on professional qualifi cations as on proofs of loyalty towards 
the classe dirigente. A local example of this is the appointment of Bologna’s 
fi rst segretario comunale, the head of the municipal administration. Ottavio 
Tubertini had a degree in law and from 1845 he had served as secretary of 
the Congregazione del canale del Reno e della chiusa di Casalecchio, a con-
sortium of agricultural entrepreneurs for the exploitation of the river Reno, 
which was an organisational base of the political elite which guided Bologna 
through the transition from the Papal to the liberal regime.99 Tubertini won 
the job against fourteen competitors, several of whom had previous experi-
ence as secretaries of smaller towns. Appointing Tubertini, Bologna’s elite 
did not have to fear political confl icts with the head of the local administra-
tion. The Sinistra Storica and the followers of Garibaldi were perceived as a 
threat to the political system established by Cavour. Frequent references to 
the Moderati as partito di governo or partito ministeriale were in themselves 
signifi cant. Those parts of the middle class which identifi ed with Garibaldi’s 
or Mazzini’s ideas were seen as antiministeriale. Before 1876 they could 
hardly hope for careers in the administration,100 even though the Democratic 
spectrum was often dominated by respectable academics. Carducci was sus-
pended from teaching for Republican propaganda and his open support for 
Garibaldi.101 Likewise Giuseppe Ceneri and the well-known professor of 
chemistry Pietro Piazza were suspended for commemorating the twentieth 
anniversary of the Roman Republic.102 An exemplary fi gure of the Repub-
lican academic in local politics is Quirico Filopanti, a name translating as 
“Citizen, Lover of the People.” He was the secretary of the Roman Republic 
under Mazzini before spending long periods of exile in London. He became 
chairman of the local Labour association, represented the radical Left in the 
town council and became mayor of Budrio in the vicinity of Bologna. Teach-
ing civil engineering at the university, he was denied a chair due to his politi-
cal convictions. He was a central fi gure among the local freemasons and 
dedicated a number of publications to a pantheist neo-Christian religion.103 
In addition to these theological writings he published historical works and 
regularly wrote for the local press.

As most of the borghesia umanistica identifi ed with the Historic Left, 
its infl uence during the years of the Right remained limited. Even in its 



traditional domain of expertise—education, preservation of monuments, 
museums, and so on—“titres de noblesse culturelle” (Bourdieu) counted 
initially rather little.104 Before 1876, a third of the ministers responsible for 
education and culture belonged to the aristocracy. In Bologna it took until 
the second half of the 1880s for university professors, the representatives of 
the commercial middle class and of the liberal professions to occupy about 
50% of the seats in the town council.105 The other half of the Consiglieri 
still came from the aristocracy or the agrarian bourgeoisie. Gaetano Tac-
coni was Bologna’s fi rst Moderate mayor of middle class origin. In offi ce 
from 1875 to 1889, he was still surrounded by a Giunta representing Bolo-
gna’s traditional elite, barons and counts like the Malvezzi, Mazzacorati, 
Zucchini and Massei.

The middle class in liberal Italy included a growing number of lower 
employees and civil servants, even if their income hardly allowed them to 
maintain a decent standard of living. Together with school teachers, uni-
versity professors and intellectuals they joined the political associations 
of the Left.106 The expectations of the borghesia media and bassa towards 
the nation-state differed dramatically from those of the landowning mid-
dle class, the conservative clientela of the Destra Storica. Refl ecting upon 
these stratifi cations within the Italian middle class, Meriggi and Banti, like 
Croce half a century earlier, have questioned the usefulness of the concept 
borghesia altogether. Already during the nineteenth century the letterati 
underlined the heterogeneity of this social category: While the educated 
middle class pursued civic ideals and was concerned about the well-being 
of society as a whole, the propertied bourgeoisie for the most part followed 
its own economic interests. Throughout the nineteenth century these con-
trasting attitudes were perceived as a real threat to the project of a unifi ed 
nation.107 During its later decades the social position of the borghesia uman-
istica gained in importance, mostly through careers in the civil service, as a 
consequence of the country’s expanding administration. The rise of the bor-
ghesia umanistica in the civil service went in tandem with complaints about 
the state’s bureaucratisation and increased the political fragmentation.108 
While in Germany the educated middle class and the industrial bourgeoisie 
joined together within the ranks of the National Liberals, Italy showed a 
sharp, politically defi ned demarcation between borghesia umanistica and 
the propertied middle class. The educated middle class saw itself represented 
by Sinistra Storica, Radicals and Republicans; the landed middle class asso-
ciated itself with the liberal aristocracy among the Moderati.

Before the electoral reform of 1882, the law granted the vote to men 
over the age of twenty-fi ve, who were literate and paid at least forty Lire of 
direct tax, which limited the number of voters to less than 2% of the total 
population. In 1861 only 1.7% of Italians were allowed to vote, compared 
to over 26% in France, almost 10% in Prussia and 5% in England.109 In 
local elections the suffrage was granted to men over the age of twenty-one, 
paying between fi ve and tenty-fi ve Lire taxes (depending on the size of the 
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communes); and to the so-called “capacities”: public employees, teachers 
and professors, fellows of the academies, holders of decorations, stock-
brokers and middlemen, and members of certain professions like notaries, 
accredited accountants, liquidators, surveyors, doctors, pharmacists or 
veterinarians. Widows or separated women who entered into the census 
quota could delegate their vote to a son or son-in-law.110 Despite the inclu-
sion of the “capacities” in the suffrage, property owners and entrepreneurs 
made twice as many voters as those exercising the liberal professions.111 
In Bologna about 5% of the population had the right to vote.112 The bor-
ghesia umanistica represented 37.5% of the electorate in Naples and 44.8% 
of the electorate in Palermo, but only 18.5% nationwide.113 As late as 1881 
Bologna’s liberal professions counted only 1154 members in total. Medical 
doctors, lawyers and engineers together made up no more than 0.48% of 
the population, a proportion that increased negligibly to 0.53% in 1901, 
but fell again to 0.42% in 1911.114 These fi gures were only slightly above 
the national percentages of about 0.3%, which include the entire rural and 
illiterate population. Because the city’s industrial and commercial bourgeoi-
sie was also negligible, election results were determined to a large extent 
by landowners paying suffi cient tax to be included in the electorate. This 
socio-political structure of the electorate largely corresponded to the views 
of Italy’s Moderate classe dirigente after Unifi cation. Nevertheless, in 1869 
some prefects suggested reducing the vote for “capacity” to give even more 
weight to the propertied classes, who were more likely to sustain the Mod-
erates. Moreover, because of the aristocracy’s widespread “indifference” 
towards the nation-state, members of parliament were often elected with 
less than 150 votes.115 The electoral reform of 1882 extended the right to 
vote to all literate men above the age of twenty-one, which increased the 
electorate to 6.9% of the total population, still far from Mazzini’s concept 
of “equal citizenship,” based on universal (male and female) suffrage.116

Hence, for fi fty out of fi fty-fi ve years between Unifi cation and the First 
World War, Bologna was governed by Moderate or Conservative alliances. 
Exceptions were Camillo Casarini’s government, between November 1868 
and February 1872, as well as the administrations of the Democrat Carlo 
Carli in 1890, the Republican Enrico Golinelli (1902–1904) and, from 1914, 
the Socialist Francesco Zanardi.117 In the context of Depretis’ trasformismo 
and the growing strength of the Radicals, Minghetti tried to overcome the 
social and political exclusiveness of the Moderates through an opening of 
the party towards the Historic Left.118 In Bologna, Cesare Lugli and Enrico 
Panzacchi presented themselves as “dissidents” on the electoral lists of the 
Moderates. As a result the Democrats became closer to Republicans and 
Internationalists.119 However, the local elections of 1880 demonstrated 
again the Left’s inability to challenge the Moderates’ structural majority 
in Bologna: only four candidates of the Left were elected, against ten can-
didates of the Right.120 From the 1880s the former capital of the Papal 
Legations became the centre of political Catholicism in Italy.121 Under the 



mayors Tacconi (1875–1889) and Dallolio (1891–1902) the Moderati fos-
tered their political hegemony in local politics through alliances with this 
new political current. Many of Bologna’s Catholic leaders came from a 
similar social background. Together with the Moderate elite the so-called 
“black aristocracy,” the Marsigli, Grabinski, Ranuzzi and Sassoli Tomba, 
formed a new “party of order.”

A comparison with Pisa illustrates the alternatives to the formation of a 
conservative hegemony based on the city’s ancient elites. Unlike Bologna, 
Pisa witnessed a remarkable turnover in its classe dirigente during the fi rst 
two decades after Unifi cation. While in 1860 and 1865 the possidenti still 
occupied the majority of the seats in the council, resulting in solid Moder-
ate majorities, their weight diminished considerably in subsequent years. 
Generational turnover coincided with a change in the councillors’ social 
background. As early as 1869 twenty-fi ve of the original members of the 
local council were replaced, among them fourteen owners of large estates 
and several other agrarians. The new members of the council were lawyers, 
professors of the university, civil servants and engineers politically close to 
the Democrats. The propertied classes now held less than a quarter of the 
council seats.122 Only one landowner, Count Mastiani-Brunacci joined the 
local government. From 1873 onwards Pisa’s giunta was formed exclusively 
from members of the liberal professions and the borghesia umanistica, rep-
resenting the Sinistra Storica. The contrast with the developments in Bolo-
gna could not be more striking and can be explained with the different 
socio-economic structures as well as the city’s different political history. 
Similarly, in Ravenna, Modena and Parma a social change of the political 
class became evident from the 1870s, with the Democrats dominating local 
governments, occasionally in coalitions with Republicans or Socialists. 
In the 1880s Ravenna, Faenza, Imola and several towns in the Modenese 
had administrations supported by Democratic-Socialist-Republican alli-
ances.123 In Turin the municipal administration remained dominated by 
the aristocracy, but they were not in a position “to exercise a true hege-
mony in the town council.” Journalists, the academic and the administra-
tive elite enjoyed infl uential positions too. The aristocracy’s economic and 
political interests coincided largely with those of the wealthy bourgeoisie. 
Subsequently, Turin fully subscribed to the trasformismo of Depretis’ and 
Crispi’s politics on the national level, making any distinction between Left 
and Right impossible.124 In Sicily, for instance, in Syracuse, the municipal 
elites were dominated by the middle classes, which included possidenti, but 
also merchants, intellectual elites, professionals and civil servants.125

HONORATIOREN AND NOTABILI

The persistence of the old nobility as the constitutive part of Bologna’s social 
and political elite is inconsistent with the thesis of the aristocracy’s decline 
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during the nineteenth century. The situation in the former Papal States 
seems rather to confi rm the opposite thesis put forward by historians such 
as Arno Mayer, Anthony Cardoza and Yves Lequin: “Partout, l’aristocratie 
terrienne a de bien beaux restes!”126 Of course, Bologna’s political elite was 
not exclusively constituted from members of the aristocracy and its socio-
economic composition requires a wider category of analysis. In France, since 
the eighteenth century, the term notable was frequently applied to a social 
elite which included the aristocracy as well as the wealthy middle class.127 
Although some historians describe the “société de notables” as a French 
“Sonderweg,” the concept seems applicable to Italy, and in particular to 
Bologna after 1860.128 According to Jean Tudesq’s defi nition a notable is one 
who owns property, is educated, maintains an infl uential network of social 
relations and exercises power through public functions or offi ces. The title, 
the name and the father’s role in society are crucial in defi ning this elite. In 
the former Legations the defi ning criterion was primarily aristocratic origin, 
but the role of the landed middle class within this social category increased. 
Unlike in France, fi nancial and industrial groups did not occupy an impor-
tant place among the elite. Hence, in social and in economic terms Bologna’s 
notabili were more narrowly defi ned than their French counterpart. The 
term “notable” also refers to a socio-political function in society. They acted 
as Honoratioren, to use Max Weber’s concept, rather than professional pol-
iticians; they were of independent means, and used their social-economic 
background to pursue a political career.129 In order to retain their privileges 
and to conquer new positions of power they took control over the new state, 
preventing the middle class from adopting “an organic and national politi-
cal programme.”130 Although the Romagna was a stronghold of Republican 
and later Socialist associazionismo,131 its impact on the middle class and on 
national politics remained for a long time negligible.

Due to their social position Bologna’s notables were able to impose can-
didates in elections, but in the long term the narrow defi nition of this politi-
cal class led to an alienation from the rest of civil society.132 Because the 
political groupings rarely extended beyond the men who occupied the seats 
in the elected assemblies, a differentiation between the political elite and a 
wider political class, or between classe dirigente and classe politica, seems 
impossible.133 As late as 1896 Domenico Zanichelli maintained that the 
local Moderates did not constitute “a true and proper party, but a gather-
ing of men who shared a relatively clear idea of what had to be done in 
order to accomplish the national programme.”134 In his 1884 critique of the 
parliamentary system Gaetano Mosca pointed out that in Italy a member 
of parliament is not chosen by the voter, but by his friends “who get him 
elected [che lo fanno eleggere].” Presenting a candidate is always the work 
of “an organised minority,” which imposes the candidate upon the “unor-
ganised majorities.”135

The picture that emerges allows us to question the functioning of lib-
eral-democratic principles in Italy after Unifi cation. To use two further 



concepts of political theory, Bologna’s notabili constituted a Positionselite, 
occupying leading positions in government and elected assemblies, as well 
as a Funktionselite, with a leading role in the local banking sector, the 
Società Agraria and occasionally in the city’s cultural institutions.136 In 
the former Legations it is not the bourgeoisie which formed the State into 
the guardian of its economic interests, following a Marxist defi nition, but 
the much smaller social group of the local notables, representing a specifi c 
stage of socioeconomic development.137

The Rural Economy

The elite’s basis in landed property delayed Italy’s industrialisation. Romanelli 
describes the men of the Right as “ruralistici per nulla progressivi.”138 Italy’s 
small manufacturing sector in the late nineteenth century concentrated on 
consumer rather than producer goods. Between 1874 and 1901 the role of 
agriculture in national income was reduced from 57.6% to 50.2%, but the 
percentage of the population working in the agricultural sector increased 
during the same period from 57.6 to 59.1%.139 Despite the growing role of 
the landed middle class in the rural economy, agriculture remained behind 
modern developments in other parts of Europe, especially in the Romagna. 
Moreover, the region around Bologna witnessed a process of dis-industri-
alisation during the nineteenth century, largely due to the decline of the 
local textile industry, a consequence of the competition with the mecha-
nized industry in England. The relatively small amount of employment in 
the textile industry was largely occupied by women. In 1860 about a third 
of the population of Bologna was without a permanent source of income.140 
In other regions of Italy, for instance in Piedmont, income from agriculture 
was to a larger extent invested in commercial activity and industrialisation 
increased more quickly. In the 1870s Leone Carpi, an economist from Ferr-
ara and political correspondent of the Rivista Bolognese di Scienze, Lettere, 
Arti e Scuole condemned the widely fl ourishing “dolce far niente” among 
the middle classes. Similarly the Gazzetta dell’Emilia lamented in 1871 that 
“the Bolognesi love the dolce far niente: Walk along the streets and I wager 
that if you see one man working you will see three watching him with their 
hands in their pockets.”141 Romanelli described the lower middle class as 
“inoperosa”; as a consequence they hardly paid any taxes, which was used 
as an argument for excluding it from the electorate.142

The pre-industrial society in the Bolognese mirrored the economic atti-
tudes of the local elites, which contrasted with the changing economic ori-
entation of the nobility in other regions of Italy.143 After several journeys to 
a number of highly industrialised regions in Northern and Western Europe, 
Marco Minghetti thought that Italy, due to its “extremely fertile soil,” should 
concentrate its economic activities on agriculture.144 Having studied Adam 
Smith and Jeremy Bentham, Minghetti was convinced that the division of 
labour turned the worker into “nothing different than a machine.”
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Machines and free competition . . . are damaging; given the present 
economic, moral and political conditions of society . . . the benefi ts of 
mechanisation seem to me out of proportion to their disadvantages, be-
cause every new invention, every improvement further aggravates the 
situation . . . . In my view it is time to tell the Italians: “Take care of your 
agriculture, because heaven provided you with a fertile soil and a climate 
which is sweeter than any other in Europe. Remember that this is the 
most noble of all arts, which keeps the body in healthy condition, which 
trains the intellect and creates sweet affection in the soul . . . .”145

The source of man’s alienation, the division of labour, was at the origin 
of all the evils of the industrialised societies. Italy should be proud of its 
position as the “garden of the world.” The Giornale Agrario Italiano, pub-
lished in Forlì, also argued that “big industry will certainly lead to misery, 
disorder and social decline.” Similarly, Paolo Predieri, in a speech to the 
Societa’ Agraria, warned of the social cost of industrialisation.146 For Min-
ghetti and the social elite which met in Bologna’s Società Agraria, Italy’s 
future had to be a commitment to its past as an agrarian country.

Bologna was famous for teaching modern agronomy—generations of 
students read the volumes of Carlo Berti Pichat’s Corso teorico e pratico di 
agricoltura.147 Nevertheless, until the 1880s the Bolognesi largely ignored 
modern commercial principles and technological developments.148 Despite 
some very large, noble estates in the Bolognese, the majority of agricultural 
units remained small. Sharecropping diminished during the nineteenth cen-
tury, but still prevailed over wage labour.149 Cattle were mostly used for 
fi eld-work rather than meat production. Until the 1870s, even a city like 
Bologna did not provide modern infrastructure for large-scale slaughter-
ing. Mechanization in agriculture was limited to a minimum; the use of 
fertilizers and the rotation of crops remained rare. The only change which 
had occurred after Unifi cation was a higher degree of specialisation in pro-
duction and the introduction of potatoes. The traditional class of landown-
ers lacked the necessary capital to invest on a large scale in the drainage of 
marshland; the success of later initiatives remained limited.150 The region 
had played a certain role in the production of raw silk, but during the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century China and Japan largely replaced Italy 
in the supply of silk for the famous “fabrique lyonnaise.”151 While the silk 
industry in Piedmont still managed to progress and to export, in the prov-
ince of Bologna, by 1860, the trade employed no more than 500 people. In 
the three decades since 1851 the regional production of cereals had dou-
bled, but unlike in Piedmont this process had been helped by drainage of 
land rather than mechanization and the use of fertilizers. Apart from small 
quantities of rice and hemp produced for the national market, agricultural 
product was used for subsistence or sold at local markets.152 Until the crisis 
of the 1880s local production increased by about 1.5% annually. This was 
above the national average, but due to the region’s backwardness under 



the Papal regime this development started from a very low level; and the 
increase in agricultural production was not complemented by the growth 
of the industrial sector. Economic historian Vera Zamagni characterises 
the majority of Bologna’s landholders during the decades following Unifi -
cation as conservative in their methods and attitudes, unable to implement 
the necessary steps to bring about a modern agriculture. The majority of 
the agrarian middle class developed a Rentiers-Mentalität, which was not 
conducive to commercial modernization.153

As in other regions of Italy, the local elite pursued its economic inter-
ests through numerous associations, consortia and fi nancial institutions.154 
Marco Minghetti and Count Carlo Bevilacqua, his successor as president 
of the Società Agraria, Count Gaetano Zucchini and Count Carlo Marsili 
founded in 1855 the Banca pontifi cia delle quattro Legazioni. Cesare Zuc-
chini was director of the Cassa di risparmio, president of the local Camera 
di commercio, and president of the Loggia dei Agricoltori, while maintain-
ing family links to the Banca delle Legazioni. The counts Pizzardi and Bev-
ilacqua, whose families were represented in the administration of the Cassa 
di Risparmio, were among the founders of Bologna’s mining company.155 
The Consorzio di Scolo, a society for the drainage of land in the region, 
included among its members Count Bentivoglio, Count Grabinsky, Count 
Isolani, Count Malvezzi, the Prince Antonio d’Orléans, Marquis Luigi Piz-
zardi, Marquis Tanari, Count Zucchini and many others. In 1900 the Con-
siglio Amministrativo of Aemilia Ars, a co-operative for the promotion 
of traditional crafts, counted among its members Countess Lina Cavazza 
Bianconi, Count Francesco Cavazza, Count Giovanni Enrico Sturani, Mar-
quis Giuseppe Tanari, and Countess Carmelita Zucchini-Solimei Cagnola. 
The Loggia dei agricoltori, the Società Agraria and the Consorzio Agrario 
were structured in a similar way. The few representatives of middle class 
origin in these associations were usually administrators of noble estates. 
Most of these institutions survived without changes in their social struc-
tures, well into the twentieth century. In 1924 the Società Agraria nomi-
nated Mussolini “socio onorario . . . ob pacem agris restitutam.”156

The Banca delle quattro legazioni promoted the region’s industrialisa-
tion, without signifi cant results. Most of the fi nancial institutions concen-
trated their activities on the rural economy, but for small and medium-sized 
landholders access to credit or capital investment remained diffi cult. Forty 
per cent of credits provided by the Banca delle quattro legazioni went into 
agriculture, but nearly exclusively to the region’s thirty biggest landowners. 
Not even the development of the railway network received much support 
locally.157 In 1883 the Moderate Cesare Orsini deplored the advance of the 
railway in the Romagna, because it destroyed the market function of the 
smaller towns:

Once the railway arrived, the state of affairs naturally began to 
change . . . . When travelling in the Romagna you will be surprised 
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to fi nd fair-sized towns, which were once fl ourishing, but which have 
now fallen into a fatal decline. In the streets and in the inns a melan-
choly solitude reigns . . . , while far away, there on the railway you 
hear the whistling of the passing steam train, which takes with it all 
that activity and commerce on which the wealth of these places had 
been based.158

While this is probably an accurate analysis of the situation in places where 
the modern infrastructure did not arrive, it is a surprising statement for a 
leading politician of the railway age. Investments in the development of mod-
ern industry remained rare, as the example of the local Cassa di risparmio 
shows. Apart from providing credit for agriculture, it mostly fi nanced the 
local building sector, which occupied about 3% of Bologna’s active popula-
tion. Between 1897 and 1906 its biggest fi nancial operations consisted of a 
one million Lire credit to the municipality; 1,300,000 Lire (together with 
the Banca popolare) went into university extensions; 800,000 Lire into the 
new postal building in Piazza Minghetti; six million (together with sev-
eral smaller banks) were used to fi nance public works of the municipality. 
Local politicians fi nanced public building works largely through fi nancial 
institutions which they themselves controlled. When towards the end of 
the century industrialisation took off, the region was among the country’s 
least developed areas. At the time only 4% of the population were occupied 
in the industrial sector. Even the Campania and Sicily were more industri-
alised than Emilia Romagna.159

From the end of the nineteenth century a small group of agronomists—
often of middle class origin—began the modernization of local farming. 
An important role in this process was played by the Federconsorzi.160 In 
the Bolognese, Alfredo Benni, Ignazio Benelli, Vittorio Venturi, Agostino 
Ramponi and Antonio Bonora pioneered modernisation in rice, tobacco 
and sugar beet production. Enrico Pini introduced and started produc-
ing chemical fertilizers. Radical changes in local crops were linked to new 
agricultural tariffs imposed in 1887.161 National and foreign capital was 
invested in mechanization and the development of modern food processing, 
allowing Bologna to reach national and international markets. Neverthe-
less, an important group of traditional landowners continued to use the 
local agrarian associations to voice their opposition to the idea of commer-
cial farming and the capitalist exploitation of land. Regarding the growing 
tension between agrarians and the rural labour force, Count Francesco 
Massei reminded the Agrarian Society in December 1901 that the farm-
ers had “fi rm rights to safeguard” their interests, but also duties to review 
the contracts with their peasants. Landowners should sacrifi ce some of 
their profi ts for the sake of social peace.162 Before World War I, agricul-
tural production grew about 5% annually, twice the national average. The 
region’s social question was aggravated by these modern developments: 
mechanization reduced the need for manpower and the concentration of 



capital-investment on food-processing failed to create enough employment 
to absorb the mass of rural workers who increasingly migrated to Bologna 
and the surrounding towns.163 Hence, the rural economy was marked by 
continuities in the economic and political elites as well as by a delayed 
modernisation, with dramatic effects for the social question.

THE REPRESENTATION OF STATUS

The social divisions within the citizenry were refl ected in the organisation 
of urban space. For Naples Paolo Macry has demonstrated how the wealthy 
families of the grande bourgeoisie, aiming at an aristocratic lifestyle, moved 
into specifi c residential areas of the city and rented the expensive but presti-
gious Seicento palazzi of the local nobility.164 In Bologna the medieval cen-
tre had a similar function. The best families, including the aristocracy and 
increasingly the propertied middle class, lived along an axis which went from 
Piazza Maggiore eastwards along Via Rizzoli. Occupying this space in the 
city centre, Bologna’s social elite was able to set limits to the expansion of 
certain economic functions (banking, insurance sector, commerce), which 
usually mark the structural transformation of modern city centres during the 
second half of the nineteenth century.165 The less wealthy strata of the middle 
class, liberal professions and university professors, occupied the areas out-
side the historical centre. Cities like Turin and Florence likewise witnessed a 
reorganisation of space during the nineteenth century, which abolished the 
spatial demarcation between the upper middle class and the nobility while 
accentuating the internal divisions within the middle classes.166

Bologna’s notables were keen to create symbols and signals in the urban 
landscape to refl ect their social and political position after Unifi cation, espe-
cially in the cultural centre of the eastern parts of the medieval city, where 
the theatres, museums, the clubs and the university were located.167 Much 
debate was provoked when in 1871 the palace of the Cassa di Risparmio in 
Via Farini was inaugurated, “quella principessa residenza,” which cost the 
bank 1,200,000 Lire.168 Fabulously decorated by Luigi Samoggia, Giuseppe 
Pacchioni, Stefano Galletti, Arturo Colombarini and other famous artists of 
nineteenth century Italy, it was here that Bologna’s agrarian elite held their 
meetings and here that they founded the Scuola Superiore di Agraria. The 
building itself was designed by Giuseppe Mengoni, one of the most presti-
gious architects of the new Italy, known for the Palazzo Cavour in Turin, the 
“Vittorio Emanuele” arcades in Milan, the covered market of San Lorenzo 
in Florence and, in Bologna, the design of Palazzo Cavazza near the new seat 
of the Cassa di Risparmio. Modesty was not one of Mengoni’s qualities and 
his declared aim was to “exceed every living artist, to be one day recognised 
as reigning next to Raffaello and Michelangelo.”169 He was a major adver-
sary of Coriolano Monti, the city’s chief civil engineer, who supervised the 
city’s architectural preservation and urban planning after Unifi cation. One 
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of the fi rst major building projects completed in Bologna after the depar-
ture of the cardinals, the monumental design of the Cassa di Risparmio was 
criticized even by commentators close to the local Moderates, as offending 
aesthetic principles and the city’s medieval setting through its uncoordinated 
mishmash of different historical styles.170 The neighbouring palace of the 
Banca Nazionale, built by the Neapolitan architect Antonio Cipolla in the 
classical style of Roma Imperiale, was considered a symbol of the economic 
integration of the nation. The Cassa di Risparmio, on the contrary, was 
seen as a disproportionate symbol of the local elite’s power—of the Pizzardi, 
Zucchini and Bevilacqua. Il Monitore di Bologna described the building 
as “un monumento faraonico, sardanapalico, degno del piu’ fastoso degli 
imperatori romani.”171 According to Bottrigari, the Marquis Bevilacqua had 
used the savings of Bologna’s small artisans to fi nance his palace, rather 
than employing them for the benefi t of all.172 With this criticism Bottrigari 
pointed to a problem which refl ected the political and fi nancial concentration 
of power in the hands of the agrarian elites. Rather than helping the region’s 
industrial development through credits for artisans and small entrepreneurs, 
the fi nancial activities of the Cassa di Risparmio largely served the interests 
of Bologna’s conservative landowners, who until the late 1880s did not even 
support modern concepts of commercial farming.173 What the debate also 
shows is that within a decade after Unifi cation critical opinion made itself 
heard in Bologna, distancing itself from the local elites and engaging in a 
debate about the symbolic representation of urban space.

Not only through public buildings but also in private Bologna’s elite was 
keen to distinguish itself from other strata of society. Minghetti knew very 
well how his propertied family differed in habitus from the wider middle class. 
In his memoirs, he remembered an invitation to a grand ball in the Tuileries 
in 1844. For the young Italian traveller “there were too many borghesi: as our 
old Florentines would have said, fat popolani, offi cers of the national guard 
and so forth. Such festivities are neither pleasant nor entertaining if the guests 
lack education and manners.”174 Bologna’s notables were used to more exclu-
sive entertainment than what the court of Louis-Philippe had to offer. Bottri-
gari describes in his Cronaca the balls in the house of the Marquis Pepoli after 
the liberation of Bologna and the ball offered by the Governor Farini in the 
former Palazzo Ducale in Modena—“splendid occasions, bringing together 
all the Ministers and other high personalities.”175 Bologna’s better families 
also organised salotti and circoli. While the aristocracy usually had access by 
right of their name, the rare visitors of middle class origin had to be invited.176 
D’Attore describes the Societa’ Agraria as an “alternative to the salotto or the 
aristocratic circle,” but it was not less exclusive.177 Membership was limited 
to forty, in contrast to the professional organisations of book-keepers or engi-
neers, which tried to include all the representatives working in the profession. 
In these polite circles even political rank could not make up for the lack of 
etiquette: In a letter to Cavour, Minghetti complained about the inappropri-
ateness of Bologna’s fi rst prefect after the Liberation:



Mayr is an intelligent, able and hard-working man; he is effi cient and 
speeds up administrative matters. But his manners are hardly urbane. 
He lives like a peasant. His wife is ugly and dubious; all this makes 
him unacceptable to the aristocracy. . . . I think he is out of place in 
Bologna, and he is aware of this.178

He was made to leave Bologna shortly after, in July 1861. Rather than poli-
tics, literature, science and music were the main subject of conversation in 
the “salotto di cultura.” Count Carlo Pepoli was introduced to artists and 
writers at the house of Berni Degli Antoni. Academic and scientifi c circles 
met in the homes of Count Gozzadini and Count Malvezzi. Teresa Gozza-
dini sponsored Giovanni Capellini’s fi rst geological fi eld work in the United 
States. Later Carducci also belonged to her circle and Schliemann was 
among her famous visitors.179 But the encounters between the aristocracy 
and the middle class were not always without tension. Already a famous 
poet of international renown, Carducci was invited to Casa Lovatelli in 
Rome, and there was mockery about his middle class manners.180

Dating back to the second half of the eighteenth century, the Società del 
Casino organised musical events and public readings. An entire generation 
of Bologna’s Moderates, the circle around Marco Minghetti in particular, 
had been marked by it. Also referred to as Casino dei Nobili, membership 
was until 1796 exclusively reserved for the aristocracy.181 During the early 
nineteenth century its statutes were liberalised. Partly for economic rea-
sons, the association had to open its doors to the upper middle class, usu-
ally families who during the Napoleonic years had acquired large estates in 
the province. The club became a base for the aristocratic liberalism which 
promoted political reform during the Risorgimento. An important aspect 
of the Casino’s activity was centred on the cabinet de lecture, which in 
1832 offered forty-one periodicals. Minghetti was for a while the direttore 
of the collection. The Papal administration tolerated the club’s political 
debates to prevent its transformation into a secret society. When after 1848 
the Casino refused to invite Austrian offi cers, the occupiers shut its doors. 
Under the liberal regime the associational culture of Bologna’s elite changed 
only slowly. The Casino was succeeded by the Domino Club, which met 
in Palazzo Salina Armorini, but whose membership never possessed the 
social diversity of, for instance, the Società del Casino in Reggio Emilia.182 
While in Venice the Gabinetti di lettura attracted the wider middle class, 
in Bologna the use of libraries and reading rooms remained a privilege of 
the city’s better families or of academics: even if Bologna had a number 
of public libraries, the opening hours were inconvenient for the working 
population, and, as the council still noted in 1916, “there is no place to 
consult newspaper and modern journals.”183

During the nineteenth century many European cities witnessed the 
development of a fl ourishing concert life for the middle classes.184 Perfor-
mances were usually public and organized by voluntary associations. The 
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Società del Quartetto in Florence dated back to 1861 and from the very 
beginning it appealed to a wider audience, organising concerts in the after-
noon and in public theatres. The Società del Quartetto in Turin, estab-
lished in 1854, followed the example of similar associations in Vienna, 
Leipzig and Berlin, organising popular symphonic concerts, for which the 
cheapest ticket was only about half the cost of the cheapest ticket for the 
opera.185 However, Bologna’s musical life remained for a long time confi ned 
to the palazzi of the local nobility.186 The Società del Quartetto, founded in 
1877, organized concerts in the palace of Count Camillo Pizzardi.187 Tak-
ing Bologna’s traditional Gentlemen’s clubs as a model, even women were 
initially excluded from attending concerts, as was Bologna’s middle class. 
At the end of 1879 the concerts of the Società del Quartetto became public, 
but even in the 1880s the charity concerts organised at the Liceo Musi-
cale were conceived as events for the local nobility. Before even mentioning 
the concert programme, reviews in the local newspapers presented lists of 
the “signore della high life bolognese” seen on the occasion: Princess Sim-
onetti-Fava, Countess Caimi, Countess Malvezzi Trotti, Countess Solimei 
Zucchini, Countess Martuzzi, Lady Bingham, Countess Bianconcini “with 
her elegant daughter,” and Count Zucchini with the mayor.188 While the 
performance of serious chamber music in the Società del Quartetto was 
considered a privilege for learned noblemen, charity concerts with mixed 
programmes were principally aimed at noble women.

Not the exclusive Società del Quartetto, but the directors of the Teatro 
Comunale and the Liceo Musicale, Mancinelli and Martucci, started orga-
nising concerts of symphonic music for wider audiences, with a focus on 
musical education rather than elite entertainment. These “popular con-
certs” usually took place in the Teatro Brunetti, a commercial theatre, 
which was big enough to offer cheap seats. The prestige of the famous con-
ductors was such that even Bologna’s better families attended these events, 
bringing together “tutta la buona borghesia, in short, the audience for the 
great occasions.”189 Slowly, Bologna’s middle class started occupying public 
space. The city’s ancient elites contested these challenges to their tradi-
tional status in society. Bologna’s theatre, the Teatro Comunale, represents 
the most dramatic example of these confl icts about the use of public space 
and its administration through modern liberal institutions.



2 The Theatre of Social Change
The Opera Industry and the End of 
Social Privilege

The Athenian: Hence the theatregoers became noisy instead of silent, 
as though they knew the difference between good and bad music, and 
in place of an aristocracy in music there sprang up a kind of base thea-
trocracy. For if in music, and music only, there had arisen a democ-
racy of free men, such a result would not have been so very alarming; 
but as it was, the universal conceit of universal wisdom and the con-
tempt for law originated in the music, and on the heels of these came 
liberty. For, thinking themselves knowing, men became fearless; and 
audacity begat effrontery. For to be fearless of the opinion of a better 
man, owing to self-confi dence, is nothing else than base effrontery; 
and it is brought about by a liberty that is audacious to excess.

Megillus: Most true.

Plato, Laws III1

PAPAL LEGACIES

In October 1859 Count Giovanni Bentivoglio was elected to the town coun-
cil of Bologna.2 The Count’s ancestors had dominated the city during most 
of the fi fteenth century. The city’s famous Teatro Comunale, once among 
Europe’s fi nest opera houses, was built on the site of the Bentivoglio family’s 
former palace, with its three hundred lavishly decorated rooms at the time 
considered to be the most expensive city palace ever built in Italy, according 
to Bologna’s most infl uential architect of the fi ne secolo, Alfonso Rubbiani, 
“more beautiful than the Medici palace in Florence.”3 The Bentivoglio palace 
was destroyed in 1507, after the defeat of the family by Pope Julius II, leaving 
behind the so-called “Guasto,” symbolising the victory of the Papal regime 
over Bentivoglio’s signoria and the surrender of the most rebellious city of the 
Papal States. During his time as Bishop of Bologna, from 1483, Julius’ infl u-
ence on the city had remained limited, due to the outstanding position of the 
Bentivoglio family as the city’s rulers. When he conquered the city as pope, 
the event was staged as the return of the Roman imperator, later described by 
the Bolognesi as the beginning of their Papal enslavement. Julius was accom-
panied by his entire court, including twenty-six cardinals with their private 
households. To commemorate the expedition Julius issued a medal bearing the 
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inscription IULIUS CAESAR PONT.II.4 With the consolidation of the pope’s 
rule in the Papal States during the early sixteenth century, the court of Rome 
was “transformed into one of the great monarchical courts of Europe” and 
the new Tempelstaat increasingly invested in its self-representation through 
culture.5 Julius II, governing during the time of Michelangelo, Raphael, Bra-
mante and del Sarto, belongs to the greatest patrons of the arts in history. 
Unlike other Italian signoria-courts at the time, and despite their political 
power and the grandeur of their palace, the Bentivoglio family had never 
exercised cultural leadership in Bologna.6 From the sixteenth century the car-
dinal-legate assumed this role and invested in the cultural infrastructure of 
Bologna. Culture was supposed to “civilise” the bellicose nobility—Affekt-
dämpfung in the sense of Norbert Elias.7 During the Counterreformation of 
the sixteenth century Bologna’s theatres were unable to compete with those 
of the courts of the Este or Farnese. But from the seventeenth century opera 
became a major art form at the Papal court in Rome; and Bologna was keen 
to follow this example—fi rst in private theatres, in particular the Malvezzi in 
Borgo San Sigismondo, and, after this had been destroyed by fi re in 1743, in 
the new Teatro Comunale, built on the site of the Bentivoglio family’s palace, 
as a publicly owned opera house. The building was fi nanced by the Papal 
government, which subsequently sold the theatre’s private boxes to Bologna’s 
nobility.8 Thus, the nobility shared the ownership of the theatre; and the term 
“Comunale” stood for a “community” of noble owners rather than for a 
“public” institution in the modern sense of the word. In this respect Bologna’s 

Figure 2.1 One of the First Photographs of the Interior of Bologna’s Teatro Comu-
nale, ca. 1870. (Reproduction by Kind Permission of Pàtron Editore.)
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Comunale differs from theatres such as the San Carlo in Naples, which was 
largely “an extension of the court” and a “critical point of contact between 
the court and the capital.”9 The work of Italy’s most famous theatre-archi-
tect, Antonio Galli, known as il Bibiena, the Comunale was inaugurated on 
14 May 1763 with the fi rst presentation of Gluck’s Trionfo di Clelia, on a 
libretto by Metastasio. A preferred composer of the Roman court, Christoph 
Willibald Gluck had been knighted by the pope shortly before the opening of 
Bologna’s new theatre.10

Most of the noble councillors who owned boxes in the theatre after 
Unifi cation supported the theatre’s municipal grant, despite the fact that 
due to their economic principles the Moderates had an aversion to public 
expenditure. While they wished to maintain the theatre’s social exclusivity 
and keep it out of the hands of the new political institutions, they needed a 
municipal grant in order to stage a season which was able to compete with 
the theatres in Milan, Venice or Naples.

THE IMPRESARIO AND L’ANNO TEATRALE

The Teatro Comunale had usually at least two opera seasons, in autumn and 
during the carnival. The autumn season started early in October and ended 
on 25 December after about thirty-fi ve performances. The carnival season, 
with about twenty-fi ve performances, started at the end of December and 
lasted until Shrovetide. At times the theatre opened for about fi fteen perfor-
mances at Lent (Quaresima) and another twenty in spring (Easter to the end 
of May). When the theatre stayed open for all four seasons a total of about 
one hundred performances were staged.11 From 1820 the city provided a 
grant, la dote, for the opera, put at the disposal of a commercial agent, the 
impresario or appaltatore.12 In addition to the municipal grant the owners 
of the theatre’s private boxes paid an annual fee to the impresario. With the 
help of the grant and the box owners’ fees, the impresario was expected to 
stage during the main or autumn season a spettacolo grandioso or regio, 
that is, important works of opera seria and ballet, “di genere eroico e gran-
dioso.”13 Under the Papal regime the Comunale was often the only theatre in 
Bologna which was granted the right to present operas and to organise balls 
during the carnival season—an economic and social privilege of the munici-
pality’s theatre and the owners of its prestigious boxes.14 During the smaller 
seasons, Lent and spring, the impresari usually presented opere buffe or 
semiserie.15 These were less expensive, being performed by a smaller orches-
tra and less famous artists, and so the council did not necessarily approve a 
municipal grant.16 Beyond the grant and the fees, the impresario received the 
income of the box-offi ce, of the theatre’s café and restaurant, and he had the 
right to organise a certain number of lucrative lotteries and masked balls. 
The impresario’s expenditure included the honorarium for the orchestra 
and chorus (numbers were determined by the contract with the local admin-
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istration), and a staff of about thirty (cloak room, mechanics, usherettes, 
fi remen, and so on), all paid per evening. He had to cover the lighting and 
heating of the theatre, the emptying of toilets. Even more essential, he had 
to pay for the rights of performance, usually contracted with the publishers 
of the scores, if operas were not commissioned directly from the composer 
(which was less often the case). The impresario also provided the compag-
nia di canto, the cast of soloists, increasingly an international business and 
“at all times by far the greatest single cost of an opera season in a leading 
theatre.”17 Often the impresari used commercial agents to take singers under 
contract.18 On occasions composers intervened in the negotiations, hoping 
to ensure that their works were performed by appropriate singers.19 From 
the mid-1860s up to 15% of the theatre’s income per evening went toward 
the composer’s royalties. After 1868 the State took 10% tax on the total of 
the theatres’ revenue.20 Particularly during the autumn season, when the 
most prestigious and expensive works were presented, the impresario often 
operated at a loss, trying to recover fi nancially during the smaller seasons 
and through the organisation of masked balls, lotteries and other entertain-
ment.21 Every detail of the contract was negotiated between impresario and 
municipality, including the number of candles in the theatre (on Bologna’s 
main chandelier alone a total of 180), or the quality of the olive-oil for 
the other lamps. The contract also fi xed the names of the tailors, painters 
and mechanics working behind the stage, through which the municipality 
hoped to “provide the bread for the city’s respectable and numerous labour-
force.”22 Bologna’s Academy of Fine Arts had a school for scenery painting 
with an international reputation; and it was not unusual for the contract to 
oblige the impresario to employ its professors.23 Only at a later stage, once 
rehearsals had started, did the conductors intervene in questions of staging 
and sets, refl ecting their new role and growing prestige in Italian theatres 
from the 1860s. In this respect Angelo Mariani, Bologna’s most famous 
conductor during the 1860s and 70s, became a model for future generations 
of Italian conductors.24

Usually in May the mayor advertised an invitation to present projects for 
the exercise of the coming anno teatrale;25 occasionally, or when no appli-
cations were received, the local administration contacted specifi c impresari 
directly. Beyond the cast of singers and the total number of performances, 
the project fi xed one new opera by an acclaimed composer; the rest of the 
repertoire remained “to be announced.” The season had to include at least 
one opera by an Italian composer. The works the impresario proposed to 
the municipal administration often depended on the singers he had under 
contract for the season (who had the opportunity to impose changes to the 
score).26 If the negotiations between the municipality and the agent went on 
for too long both sides risked fi nding that the artists in question had already 
signed contracts with other impresari, so that a new cast had to be chosen. 
Likewise, a publisher could decide to sell the rights for a specifi c opera to a 
different impresario, and the programme for the season had to be planned 



The Theatre of Social Change 51

anew.27 Occasionally, contracts between the impresario and the municipal-
ity were fi xed for up to six years, but not infrequently they were broken 
before completion. From the later decades of the nineteenth century, rather 
than providing a global grant for the impresario, the municipality covered 
certain of his expenses—spese serali—including the payment of orchestra 
and chorus, dancers, mutes, stage mechanics, lighting, cloakroom atten-
dants and usherettes.28 The quality of individual performances did not only 
depend on the artistic and political instincts of the impresario. His capacity 
to place famous composers or their publishers under contract, to attract 
celebrated divas, or to employ able tailors and scene painters, helped to 
fi ll the box-offi ce till, thus generating the necessary revenue for a respect-
able performance. Beyond this, the quality and success of a season largely 
depended on subsidies—the grant provided by a monarch, a private busi-
nessman, the State, or the municipality. It was possible to lease Bologna’s 
Comunale to an impresario without providing a formal dote or without 
covering for the theatre’s daily expenditure (spese serali); but without a 
public subsidy, the impresario could hardly obtain “artisti di fama euro-
pea” and compete with the theatres of more generous cities.29

The programmes for the theatre’s season and the projects of the impre-
sari were discussed by the Deputazione dei pubblici spettacoli, the munici-
pal committee in charge of most of the city’s cultural institutions, public 
celebrations and popular entertainment.30 The Deputazione took a vote 
on the projects presented by the different impresarios, to be ratifi ed by the 
giunta, the local government, before the mayor signed a contract with the 
impresario.31 During the transition from the Papal regime to the annexation 
by Piedmont-Sardinia the mayor received several anonymous letters urging 
him to introduce new people into the Deputazione, less “incompetent and 
unsuitable” than those who had dominated the theatre’s administration 
since the 1840s.32 While under the Papal administration the members of 
the Deputazione remained in offi ce for up to forty years, under the liberal 
regime they were appointed for three years only and a third of the members 
was re-elected every year. For some of Bologna’s dignitaries these reforms 
meant a loss of status and infl uence. For instance, the secretary of the Acad-
emy of Fine Arts, Cesare Masini, known mostly for his religious paint-
ings, had been a member of the Deputazione from 1827 to 1867; after that 
he had hoped to remain at least an honorary member. Members who had 
served the Deputazione for such long periods protested against their sud-
den exclusion from the prestigious committee.33 But the mayor was deter-
mined to modernise the institution. Until 1847 the Deputazione had been 
presided over by the head of the Papal police, who was viewed by reformers 
and patriots with suspicion.34 Under Pius IX the senatore (mayor) chaired 
the Deputazione and after Unifi cation either the mayor or the council’s 
assessore in charge of education assumed the presidency. Though nomi-
nated by local government, membership did not depend exclusively on—or 
change with—the council’s political majorities. The Democrat Casarini 



52 Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy

remained part of the Deputazione after his resignation as mayor in 1872; 
and the Radical Golinelli was a member of the Deputazione together with 
the Conservative Enrico Pini and the former Moderate mayor Alberto Dal-
lolio; the latter remained the Deputazione’s vice president after 1914 when 
it was chaired by the Socialist mayor Francesco Zanardi.35 A number of 
members were politically distinguished—former mayors or members of the 
Senate. Due to the particular role of the Teatro Comunale in Bologna’s 
cultural self-representation, most members were appointed on the basis 
of their expertise in music, which favoured the presence of the educated 
middle classes and of academics, at a time when the majority of Bologna’s 
Moderates still belonged to the city’s ancient nobility. In 1867, of the Dep-
utazione’s fourteen members six possessed an academic title (dottore or 
professore).36 Despite the Liberals’ economizing fi nancial policy, there were 
a number of opera lovers among the local Moderates who were eager to 
develop Bologna into an internationally recognised centre of Italy’s new 
musical life. Their artistic priorities did not necessarily differ from the views 
of the Democratic middle class with an academic or professional back-
ground. Prince Hercolani and Count Salina, active both as private patrons 
and members of the Deputazione, belonged to this group, and so did the 
Marquis Bevilacqua, honorary president of the Istituzione Rossiniana, the 
theatre’s orchestra. As president of the Deputazione the Moderate Count 
Salina was in favour of fi nancial support for the theatre even though the 
Moderate council majority was to limit public expenditure. Correspond-
ingly, a man of the Left like Camillo Casarini was respected by politicians 
of the Right, due to his competence in music; and when his emphasis on the 
Comunale’s new repertoire brought Bologna into the headlines of the inter-
national press, the Moderates too were proud of their ancient theatre’s new 
fame. Decisions of the Deputazione, for example on the projects presented 
by the impresari, were usually taken by secret vote, making it diffi cult for 
political observers to analyse preferences in relation to party programme.37 
Moreover, because the Deputazione always comprised a certain number 
of people who did not support the current political majority in the local 
council, the mayor was often able to base his decisions on majorities which 
went beyond his own political affi liation.38

Nevertheless, the regular renewal of the Deputazione after 1860 politi-
cised artistic decisions, because it provoked internal debate and impelled 
members to justify their ideas in front of the mayor, the council and the 
public. An ancient institution was transformed from an instrument of con-
tinuity into an agent of change. Bologna was able to attract the avant-garde 
of Italy’s conductors, men like Angelo Mariani, Franco Faccio, Marino 
and Luigi Mancinelli and later Arturo Toscanini. The repertoire was trans-
formed from the old bel canto tradition to a new emphasis on grand opéra, 
and, later, from Verdi to Wagner. From the time of Luigi Mancinelli, popu-
lar symphonic concerts were organized, with tickets that a wider audience 
could afford. Views on continuity versus change, on campanilismo versus 
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cosmopolitismo, or musical heritage versus musical futurism were consti-
tutive of public debate in Bologna. The debates transcended political party 
majorities, but were nevertheless political in content, because they stood 
for confl icting ideas about the city’s self-representation and Bologna’s pro-
fi le as a major centre in the young nation-state.

BOLOGNA’S THEATRES DURING THE 
POLITICAL AND SOCIAL TRANSITION

Unlike the revolution in Brussels in 1830 the liberation of the Papal Lega-
tions in 1859 did not start with an opera; but for Bologna’s theatres an 
important page of history was turned. The privileges of the Teatro Comu-
nale, originally granted by the cardinals, were abolished. These included 
the exclusive right to present operas during certain periods of the year, 
when other theatres had to remain closed, or the monopoly on particular 
balls during the carnival.39 While early in May 1860 the prefect reminded 
the provincial police that censorship was still to be applied, a week later it 
was offi cially abolished and then replaced with the new Piedmontese legis-
lation.40 When the theatre’s contracts for the next season had to be fi xed, 
the constitution of the new nation-state was far from being completed. An 
atmosphere of uncertainty reigned in the former Papal Legations and in 
Italy as a whole. While Bologna wanted to be entertained, wanted to go 
to the opera and to dance at the theatre’s masked balls—its cultural life 
to go on as usual—the atmosphere in the theatres, and even the contracts 
between impresari and the municipality refl ected the political turmoil of 
the past months:

In the interest of an honest contract, with a considerable expenditure 
at risk, the illustrious municipality will agree that it has in some way to 
insure the smallest possible damage in case of certain eventualities; and 
it is for this reason that the management proposes for the unexpected 
case (God forbid!) that political disorders return, war or any other, the 
contractor has the possibility of suspending performances.41

Citing “the practice in other Italian cities” or using as a pretext “the regu-
lations and habits of Piedmont, to which we now legitimately belong,” the 
impresari tried to introduce all kinds of changes into their contracts with 
the municipality. Bologna’s Deputazione was not impressed by such argu-
ments and affi rmed its own municipal traditions.

The transition from the Papal to the liberal regime was more important 
for the private theatres than for the Comunale. While the municipal the-
atre remained under the control of the local administration, the authorities 
were now deprived of much of their infl uence over the private theatres.42 As 
early as June 1859, illustrating the dynamic of the political change and its 
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symbolic meaning, the owners of the private theatres asked the authorities 
to relinquish the boxes which under the past regime had to be kept avail-
able to them; and they did not hesitate to go to court with their requests 
if the authorities refused to move.43 This trend was partly reversed in the 
mid-1860s, with the increase of central control over the periphery under 
the 1865 bill on public security. Theatres were again obliged to reserve a 
box for the prefect and the offi cers in charge of public security, a decision 
very much contested by the owners of the theatres.44 The authorities had 
the right to attend rehearsals and to inspect the backstage. However, public 
control of private theatres was now restricted to issues of security. Aware 
of the rather picturesque customs of some of Bologna’s popular theatres, 
the questore of the provincial police forbade access to dogs and other ani-
mals, or to people suffering “mental alterations.”45 It was prohibited to 
offend public morality or the institutions of the family and religion, the 
institutions of the State and other countries, or to instigate legal disobedi-
ence. But on the content of the theatres’ programmes the authorities had 
to remain silent. As Rosmini’s compendium on the legislation of theatres 
sets out: “The freedom of opinion and of the press cannot be violated and 
any government having this in mind should be aware of this! The times of 
immobility are passed: this is unmistakably the world of reason, freedom 
and progress.”46

Private theatres were not necessarily commercial. During the seven-
teenth century the majority of Bologna’s theatres were private, but most 
of them were located in the palaces and villas of the nobility.47 Instead 
of buying a ticket at the box-offi ce or renting a box, one usually had 
to be invited to the performances. This practice was the same for most 
of the nobility’s “mundane” entertainment—balls, concerts, intellectual 
circles—allowing for social exclusiveness and the maintenance of a cer-
tain style. Since the times of the Cisalpine Republic numerous commer-
cial theatres, of different size and for different audiences, had opened 
their doors. Some of these new theatres were built in former convents, 
like Antonio Contavalli’s theatre in the former convent of S. Martino, an 
important stage for dramatic art, but occasionally also for opera buffa: 
the local premiere of Rossini’s Barbiere took place there.48 Until its res-
toration in the 1860s the Teatro Brunetti was among the less expen-
sive theatres, attracting mostly the middle classes, but also students and 
workers. From the 1880s it became Bologna’s preferred stage for operet-
tas; and later it presented international stars like Eleonora Duse and Sara 
Bernhardt, who were able to enthuse the entire city: “Run, fat citizens of 
Bologna, run noble ladies; run to hear Mademoiselle Bernhardt tonight!” 
the poet Carducci ridiculed the phenomenon.49 By that time Italy had a 
total of more than one thousand theatres in eight hundred communes.

Bologna became a major centre in Italy’s theatre industry, hosting in 
1905 the fi rst “Congresso dei Proprietari e Dirigenti di Teatro.”50 Under the 
liberal regime the attempts of the private theatres to obtain public subsidies 
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or regular grants, similar to those of the Teatro Comunale, were regu-
larly rejected by the local administration.51 Privately owned by individual 
businessmen, they did not belong to those institutions of the municipality 
which were used by the administration to shape the city’s cultural profi le. 
Nevertheless, they were part of a nascent public sphere and their perfor-
mances enlivened intellectual and political debate in Bologna. Some the-
atres presented the dramatic works of younger authors, containing social 
or political criticism; others did not go beyond popular entertainment in 
local dialect, or vaudevilles presented by amateur players.52 In this respect 
the private theatres were very different from the public Teatro Comunale. 
The local administration, “tutor of the people’s civil and moral educa-
tion,” was severely criticised in council when, during the carnival season, 
they opened the Teatro Comunale for comedies, or for popular sixteenth-
century plebeian scenes in dialect. A Moderate administrator like Alberto 
Dallolio considered “a certain freedom in the use of language” a character-
istic of Italian literature, and not out of place at Bologna’s most important 
stage, harmless comedy compared to “the nudism of certain choreographic 
exhibitions of the modern theatre.” But according to the independent 
councillor Giuseppe Ceri the presentation of such “dirty” and “obscene” 
comedies “offends morality and civilisation.”53 The Teatro Comunale was 
supposed to concentrate on opera and ballet. In this, the private companies 
of the smaller theatres were unable to compete with the Comunale. The 
Teatro del Corso, Bologna’s second theatre after the Comunale, owned by 
Giuseppe Badini, also rented out private boxes, held by Bologna’s wealthy 
families for contracts of three, six or nine years. In particular foreign visi-
tors admired the Corso. They usually stayed next door to the theatre, in 
Bologna’s most expensive hotel, also owned by Badini. The theatre had 
been opened in the presence of Emperor Napoleon on 19 May 1805 with 
the premiere of Ferdinando Paër’s Sofonisba, starring the young soprano 
Gioachino Rossini.54 Mostly during the smaller seasons, Badini was occa-
sionally able to present a prima by Rossini (L’equivoco stravagante) and he 
was also responsible for Bologna’s fi rst “modern” staging of Mozart’s Don 
Giovanni (1818); but only the Comunale, with its permanent orchestra and 
chorus, was able to compete with Italy’s most famous opera houses, La 
Scala, La Fenice and San Carlo. Only the Comunale was regularly able 
to attract impresari such as Alessandro Lanari, (called by contemporaries 
“the Napoleon of the impresari”); or Gaetano Rambaldi, who presented 
the legendary sopranos Maria Malibran and Giuseppina Strepponi, later 
Verdi’s wife.55 Unlike the Comunale, the Teatro del Corso often staged 
“curiosities.” Its performances included “an entertainment with African 
animals and many dogs of different breeds,” Scottish bagpipes, and ta-
bleaux vivants.56 The Corso was also an important stage for spoken drama; 
but opera, in particular opera seria, still enjoyed a higher status in Italy. 
Despite its role in the municipality’s cultural self-representation after Uni-
fi cation, the Comunale’s prestigious autumn season of opera and ballet, 
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fi nanced to a large extent through the annual fees of the noble box owners, 
gave the house the reputation of being Bologna’s “aristocratic theatre,” a 
reputation lasting well into the twentieth century.57

The Comunale’s artistic quality during the nineteenth century was largely 
based on Bologna’s musical infrastructure, notably the Accademia Filar-
monica, an institution of great international prestige founded in the seven-
teenth century, part of which was the conservatory, the Liceo Musicale.58 
The Liceo’s professors, chosen by the Accademia and appointed by the town 
council, constituted the Comunale’s orchestra, which was bigger than those 
in Florence, Venice or Rome. It could be further increased by members of 
the academy, students of the Liceo and by the municipal band, providing the 
Teatro Comunale with an excellent structural framework;59 and not infre-
quently other famous theatres in Italy, like the Regio in Parma or the Pergola 
in Florence, asked Bologna for help when they themselves lacked enough 
trained musicians.60

SOCIAL PRIVILEGE, TASTE AND MODERNISATION

For the Papal nobility in Rome the opening of the carnival season at the 
Teatro Apollo was the most important social event of the year, starting a 
sequence of six performances per week, with at least one prestigious pre-
miere every season.61 In Bologna, the second city of the Papal States, the 
theatre had a similar function. The Comunale’s monopoly on certain balls 
during the carnival season was not only an economic privilege. It also meant 
that attendance at a ball during carnival remained an exclusive privilege of 
a few of Bologna’s better families, those able to afford a ticket or owners 
of a private box. Carnival in the Papal Legations was famous: unlike in 
other parts of Italy, wearing masks was allowed during the entire period of 
the carnival. Many families spent fi ve or six evenings per week at the the-
atre, where opera and ballet alternated with balls, gambling or banquets, 
providing the Papal regime with an useful source of revenue.62 Hence, par-
ticipation in the carnival balls was a sign of social distinction—as long 
as no other theatre was allowed to organise similar events. When after 
Unifi cation the Comunale lost its ancient privileges the administration and 
the private box owners sought to maintain at least an idea of the theatre’s 
exclusiveness. Contracts between the municipality and the impresari estab-
lished that the visitors attending the balls had to be decently dressed, and 
no tobacco, boots, spurs or overcoats were permitted.63

Not only the balls but also the musical events at the theatre still refl ected 
the customs and the expectations of Bologna’s nobility. Some councillors 
complained that the theatre remained closed until October, only because the 
nobility spent the summer “at their villas, returning to town on the fi rst of 
the month,” when the theatre had to be ready.64 However, the social compo-
sition of audiences changed. A growing number of foreign tourists was keen 
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to visit Bibiena’s famous theatre during the late summer and the increas-
ingly internationalised opera business made it diffi cult for the impresari to 
sign contracts with the best artists if the season was too short. The council 
discussed on many occasions the possibility of moving the opening date of 
the theatre a month earlier or changing the traditional pattern of autumn 
and carnival seasons altogether, but against the resistance of the box own-
ers these attempts remained unsuccessful. For Bologna’s nobility the Teatro 
Comunale was the preferred backdrop for staging their social status, even 
if that status had been challenged since the beginning of the nineteenth 
century.65 Going to the opera was the most important leisure activity for 
the better families, the occupation for most evenings of the stagione. After 
Unifi cation the theatre offered the welcome illusion that the social exclusive-
ness of their position could be maintained a little longer. Its enactment was 
renewed during every autumn season; but it depended on the boxes remain-
ing in the nobility’s possession—boxes which were more or less prestigious, 
boxes of fi rst, second or third tier, and more or less exposed to view from the 
stalls. Used as “miniature drawing rooms,” occasionally with an adjacent 
mini kitchen, most of the boxes were kept by the same families for many 
generations, decorated individually, often with the family’s coat of arms in 
the centre of the ceiling.66 Count Carlo Pepoli remembered people “reading, 
dreaming or sleeping” during the performance, while another contemporary 
observer maintained that one also went there “per far l’amore.”67 As the 
municipality’s original advertisement of 1762 explains, the boxes were sold 
for the “comodo maggiore de’ Nobili, e Cittadini.” The sale covered part 
of the cost of the prestigious building; and as for an apartment or a house, 
the owners had to pay a property tax for their boxes.68 In 1867, of the forty 
privately owned boxes three belonged to the families of a prince (Hercolani, 
Spada, Simonetti), fi fteen to a marquis, and seventeen to a count. One box 
belonged to a group of heirs and only one to a family mentioning no title of 
nobility.69 Thus, the social profi le of Bologna’s box owners differed remark-
ably from that of other leading theatres in Italy, where the lists show “a mix-
ture of nobles and professional men—lawyers, doctors, civil servants.”70 In 
Reggio Emilia, during the same year, less than half the boxes of the fi rst and 
second tiers were occupied by titled families (Conte or Marchese), with the 
majority owned by professional families. Most of the boxes of the third tier 
in Reggio belonged to merchants, among them many Jewish families. The 
fourth tier was occupied by members of the middle class who did not belong 
to the establishment, but were too well off to join the lower middle class 
on the balconies.71 The contrast between Reggio and Bologna could not 
be more striking. In 1884 thirty-six of Bologna’s boxes were still privately 
owned, three by a prince, sixteen by a marquis, fourteen by a count, two by 
families with other noble titles; only two families without a noble title are 
mentioned. The municipality owned several boxes which were used by their 
own representatives; a few boxes were rented on an annual basis to private 
associations.72 Those without access to a family box had to buy tickets for 
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the stalls, the gallery or for the few boxes which were not privately owned. 
Seats in the stalls were usually not numbered and not infrequently the police 
had to intervene to settle disputes between spectators competing for the best 
places. Box owners and their guests could avoid these battles.73 They could 
decide who and how many persons could use the box during a performance 
or how often they wanted to make use of it during the year. Their rights 
and duties as owners of the boxes were fi xed in a contract with the city, 
which remained in force after the cardinal’s departure. As mentioned above, 
in order to attend the spettacolo regio of the main or autumn season, the 
owners of the private boxes made use of their right of priority, usually by 
paying an annual fee or subscription. During the rest of the year and for any 
performance which was not defi ned as opere eroiche o regie per drammi in 
musica—what traditionally meant opera seria and a separate ballet—they 
could use their box free of charge, enjoying comedies, “opere buffe, e gio-
cose, anche in musica, opere in prosa, tragedie.”74

As municipality and box owners shared the property of the theatre, the 
latter had considerable infl uence on the content of the main or autumn sea-
son. On the basis of their eighteenth-century contracts of ownership and 
their understanding of what opere eroiche o regie per drammi in musica 
were meant to be, the box owners insisted that every single performance of 
the autumn season should include a separate ballet in addition to an opera. 
In the words of Marina Calore this coreodramma was not considered a 
short supplementary “fi ller” for the evening, but an “imaginative combina-
tion of music, dance and scenery with the aim of evoking a specifi c atmo-
sphere or telling a story.”75 This independent ballet was presented between 
two acts of the opera or at the end, as the climax of the evening. Sometimes 
it was framed not by a complete opera, but by a potpourri of popular arias 
and scenes from different operas. In France operas with integrated ballet 
scenes became fashionable from the late restoration period: Rossini’s Guil-
laume Tell, fi rst performed in Paris in 1829, contained grandiosi ballabili; 
likewise Meyerbeer’s grand-opéra. Italy followed the French model with 
the so-called spartito opera-ballo, such as Marchetti’s Ruy Blas. Verdi 
also integrated ballet scenes into some of his operas. These works were 
much appreciated, but Bologna’s box owners insisted on seeing both an 
opera and a separate ballet in a single performance; otherwise they would 
not pay their annual fee.76 Since the 1850s, these ballets had become more 
and more expensive, due to complex staging and the great number of danc-
ers involved. A usual cast for the autumn season included a distinguished 
choreographer, a couple of fi rst ballerinas di rango francese, a further 
eight solo dancers, up to forty dancers and a certain number of mimes 
for the bigger scenes.77 Among Bologna’s most expensive ballet produc-
tions were La Capanna di Tom (1858) and Brahama (1868) which both 
involved hundreds of dancers.78 From the early 1860s a particular attrac-
tion for the staging of ballets was the use of electric light, as, for example, 
in Giuseppe Rota’s La Silfi de del Pekino, which was performed with “the 
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greatest possible magnifi cence and splendour, as it seems appropriate for 
Bologna’s municipal theatre.”79 The fi nancial restrictions under the Mod-
erate administrations of the early 1860s and the council’s reluctance to 
approve a regular grant for the Comunale led to the fi rst performances 
without ballets and in 1863, when the theatre’s endowment was reduced 
from 30,000 to 20,000 Lire, the fi rst thing the impresario Gaibi did was to 
abolish the ballet. Other theatres in Italy followed the example.80 After the 
fi nancial crisis of the early 1870s the employees of the Comunale planned 
to take over the theatre’s management, suggesting once more abolishing 
the ballet.81 As a report of the town council summarised the issue in 1875, 
the traditional evening programme of the autumn season—an opera seria 
and a separate ballet—

had become an obstacle to the maintenance of our theatre . . . It is no 
longer in demand and does not quite refl ect the new tendencies in the 
arts and in the audiences. At the same time experience has demon-
strated that the vast expenditure that it incurs is not matched by the 
results which are obtained.82

The modern opera repertoire—Meyerbeer, Verdi, Wagner—with its com-
plex content and staging requirements hardly allowed for the traditional 
combination of opera and a separate ballet.83 When the Teatro Regio in 
Turin wished to stage Aida in 1874, the publisher Ricordi insisted that the 
opera is presented “tutta intera di seguito” and that interruptions with 
ballet would be “fi rmly forbidden.”84 As the Monitore di Bologna wrote, 
“choreography had passed its days of glory,” a natural consequence of “the 
law of progress”:

A prima ballerina appearing on stage, coiffured and perfumed, turn-
ing round like a spinning top, can today only hope for some vulgar 
applause from the upper balconies and the impudent admiration of the 
occasional pretty countess, who stubbornly refuses to recognise the 
signs of the new times.85

However, interpreting the modern standards of performance as a breach of 
their contract, the private box owners were reluctant to pay their annual 
fee for the autumn season if no separate ballet was staged. Usually, if box 
owners did not use their box during the autumn season, they returned their 
keys to the impresario, who then had the right to sell the seats through 
the box-offi ce. As the box owners considered performances without bal-
let as derogation from conditions specifi ed in their ancient contracts, they 
not only refused to pay, they also retained their keys. This situation regu-
larly provoked an outcry of anger in the local press and caused consider-
able fi nancial loss to the impresario and the municipality: From the 1860s, 
whenever the box owners protested against the programme of the autumn 
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season, the theatre lost between 15,000 and 16,000 Lire.86 The box own-
ers, who sought in this way to resist the changes imposed by the new liberal 
administration, included not only the old families of the Catholic opposi-
tion, the “black aristocracy” of the Malvezzi, Campeggi, or Ranuzzi, but 
many Moderates of the local political establishment like the Bevilacqua, 
Zucchini, Pepoli, Amorini.87 Bologna’s old noble families were conscious 
that despite the political and social changes of recent years they had the 
economic means to keep the theatre their own, to infl uence its artistic fate, 
or just to resist change in a spirit of revenge against modern times and 
their loss of status. Moreover, even if they did not attend the regular per-
formances of opera during the autumn, the box owners still had the right 
to use their box on all other occasions, making it impossible for the man-
ager to calculate in advance how many seats could be sold.88 Last but not 
least, if a signifi cant number of boxes remained empty during the autumn 
season, this not only resulted in an economic loss for the impresario, but 
also made it more diffi cult to present the season as having been a success, 
particularly when new operas were performed. The Comunale’s change to 
the performance of opera without separate ballet as well as the change of 
repertoire refl ected the ongoing transformation of society. Local politicians 
fought for a “modern” performance without separate ballet and based on 
operas which would bring Bologna to the attention of the international 
press. Their determination illustrates the new impact of political represen-
tation on cultural policy under the liberal regime. The new style of perfor-
mance without ballet made the evening at the theatre less glamorous and 
less aristocratic, but attracted a new audience—“strange people with very 
indecorous customs and behaviour,” as some Moderate members of Bolo-
gna’s town council complained in 1875.89 The impresari who organised the 
Comunale’s balls, rather than counting on the traditional contribution of 
Bologna’s few noble and wealthy families, aimed at attracting a broad and 
less exclusive public through unusually low entrance fees of only one Lira.90 
Count Malvezzi criticised this system: “It is true that, as a consequence, 
people come in droves, but what people! And how much unsuitable behav-
iour has occurred in the theatre and how much disorder? . . . It would be 
desirable that this should be stopped by fi xing the price of a ticket at no less 
than two Lire.”91

THE END OF EXCLUSIVITY

Confronted with increasing diffi culties of municipal fi nance and the grad-
ual transformation of social structures, the box owners’ position in deter-
mining the fate of the theatre came under fi re. The local administration 
sought to address the fi nancial loss which the impresari and indirectly the 
citizenship suffered due to the box owners’ reluctance to pay their annual 
fees. Even if the box owners paid, their contribution was considered too 
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small to make a valuable opera season possible. As they occupied most of 
the tiers, the municipality was unable to generate signifi cantly more income 
by increasing the prices for ordinary seats in the stalls or the upper gal-
lery. Nevertheless, Bologna’s Moderate administrations, relying on the sup-
port of the same noble families who owned the theatre boxes, hesitated to 
demand box owners for a higher contribution to the expensive autumn sea-
son. Instead, the Moderate councillors Bevilacqua and Minghetti suggested 
abolishing the municipal grant, encouraging the owners of the private 
boxes to form an association to take over the theatre without the participa-
tion of the municipality.92 Thus, the city would loose its most important 
institution of cultural self-representation and the theatre would become 
the private business of a small number of noble families able to maintain a 
private box. However, “with a single voice” the box owners declared “their 
inability to commit themselves to any such project.”93 According to Prince 
Hercolani, who had previously served as a member of the Deputazione, 
local government had an obligation to the owners of the boxes: By acquir-
ing the boxes they had enabled the municipality to build the theatre and in 
return had been promised regular performances, under the terms of their 
contracts. The box owners rejected the initiative, decisively and without 
much debate. Despite the Moderates’ intention to reduce public spending, 
their attitude to the box owners’ privileges had hardly changed. As part of 
the theatre’s restoration during the 1860s parts of the corridor in the stalls 
were incorporated into the lateral boxes of the counts Malvezzi and Pallavi-
cini, without the council being asked for its consent.94 After the restoration 
councillors of the Right and the Left demanded that the prices for tickets 
be reduced, to make the theatre accessible to a larger portion of the popu-
lation. Their proposal was rejected by the Moderate majority, who argued 
that the theatre’s subsidy was insuffi cient to fi nance great performances 
and that the impresario should therefore be free to fi x prices in line with his 
expenditure and in relation to the law of supply and demand.95 Again, this 
decision favoured the box owners, whose annual fee remained unchanged. 
The theatre remained what it always had been, a lieu de rencontre for the 
local nobility.

Financial shortages at the beginning of the 1870s and Bologna’s fi rst 
Democratic administration brought the question of the box owners’ fi nan-
cial contribution to the theatre’s autumn season back onto the agenda. 
Since the local Left under Camillo Casarini had come to power, council 
debates were more strongly infl uenced by the representation and the argu-
ments of the rising middle classes.96 According to the municipal committee 
appointed to study the problem of the private boxes, the existing terms of 
the contract were intolerable. They made it “either impossible to fi nd an 
impresario at all, which is very damaging to the city; or, if an impresario 
is found, his vast expenditure for the ballet prevents us from performing 
operas with artists who match the theatre’s reputation.”97 Councillor Gus-
tavo Sangiorgi, a local journalist, remarked that the existing contract with 
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the box owners “is a century old and bears no relation to the changing cir-
cumstances regarding the quality, scale and cost of today’s performances. 
There is an absolute need for change. This has been said many times, but 
nothing has ever been accomplished.”98

The annual contribution of the box owners should not depend on their 
individual appreciation of the performance, he said; anyone who refused to 
pay should lose the right to use the box not only during the autumn season 
but for the entire year. Under the current circumstances even a much higher 
grant would not be suffi cient to fi nance the theatre.99 As Enrico Panzacchi 
pointed out, due to the small size of the permanent orchestra and choir, 
most of the municipality’s annual grant was spent on the staging of the 
operas to which the box owners contributed too little.100 Councillor Gual-
tiero Sacchetti suggested abolishing the ballet completely and concentrat-
ing resources on opera, regardless of the box owners’ views; moreover, he 
wanted prices for tickets to be considerably lower, making the theatre acces-
sible to new audiences. Sacchetti himself was not a Democrat, but repre-
sented the new generation of Moderates in the council, not a landowner, but 
a professional politician of middle class background with close links to local 
business. Camillo Casarini insisted that no reform should result in higher 
prices for tickets.101 The box owners were asked to take account of “the 
changing conditions of our time and of performances in particular”; they 
had to pay their annual fees if they wanted to keep their boxes, whatever 
programme the administration would decide to stage. Although some coun-
cillors continued to defend the idea that “without a ballet the performance 
cannot be considered complete,” the council had fi nally taken a fi rm posi-
tion on the question and now sought a juridical solution to the confl ict.102

The box owners’ argument pointed to a problem of defi nition, raised by 
the stylistic transformation of opera, ballet and more generally the style of 
performances in Italian theatres during the past hundred years. With refer-
ence to the box owners’ eighteenth-century contract and seeking a legal 
solution to the problem, the mayor asked the municipal librarian to research 
the “nature and character of ballets” performed since the theatre’s inau-
guration with the aim of obtaining “an exact interpretation of the concept 
opere eroiche or drammi in musica.”103 This approach encapsulates the dif-
fi culties both parties had in appreciating the fact that social change consti-
tuted the basis of this confl ict. After several months of research the librarian 
Frati responded to the mayor’s request with a detailed essay on the history 
of the concept “opera” since the eighteenth century, in which he tried to 
determine for which kind of performance the box owners were obliged to 
pay annual fees. Frati was an expert in historical research and the editor of 
Bologna’s ancient statutes. His argument went back to Rousseau’s critique 
of eighteenth century French theatre, explaining that dances were originally 
part of the drama itself and each act of an opera had its own ballet, even if 
the narrative itself did not require such scenes. “But good sense and reason 
would soon ban such feasts and entertainment, which not only interrupted 
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the action and weakened its effect, but which roughly replaced the language 
of words with that of gestures and capers, destroying any verisimilitude.”104 
Rousseau and later also Gluck turned against a form of opera seria whose 
principal idea had become to exhibit skill and “bravura of castrati and prime 
donne”—and of ballerinas. Instead, music was supposed to communicate 
dramatic action.105 Therefore theatres increasingly presented ballets which 
were performed independently from opera. They gained in importance and 
became more expensive, in particular in respect to the number of dancers 
and the extravagance with which the works were staged.106 In order to meet 
the costs and to avoid competition from other theatres, a prefectorial regula-
tion of 1806 determined that “on the occasion of opera e ballo serio at the 
Teatro Comunale . . . any other performance [in the entire city] is forbidden, 
including private performances.”107 Based on this privilege, the Comunale’s 
impresari were able to fi nance this form of performance until it was removed 
by the liberal regime. From 1819 the separate ballet was mentioned in the 
contracts between the municipality and the impresari;108 but the ancient 
contracts between the municipality and the box owners were never adapted 
accordingly. Frati’s report therefore concludes that the original terminology 
of the box owners’ contract cannot be defi ned as a combination of opera 
and ballet, even if since the end of the eighteenth century such combinations 
had become fashionable and customary. If in the past the Teatro Comunale 
presented ballets between acts or after the opera, this was an additional 
splendour and entertainment which the Napoleonic and later the restored 
Papal regime offered to Bologna’s social elite.109

Confronted with the committee’s report, the box owners decided to 
change their legal strategy. They no longer insisted on their interpretation of 
the contract’s terminology, but pointed to their prescriptive right of habit:

For sixty years the fee has never been asked for when there was no 
ballet; and at no point has anybody maintained that a ballet can be 
replaced . . . by a dance as part of the opera itself. Moreover, it is mani-
fest that if the ballet is abolished, the concept of eroico e grandioso 
would become vague and unclear; and at every performance the argu-
ment between commune and box-owners would arise again.110

The box owners reminded the mayor that even in 1867 the contract signed 
between the mayor and the impresario still defi ned the “spettacolo regio” as 
“opera seria in musica e ballo grande.”111 Although the municipality won the 
case in the fi rst instance, the box owners still refused to give up and proposed 
that a committee composed of two representatives of each party (box owners 
and municipality) would decide from year to year if a season corresponded 
to the criterion of “grandiosity” or not. Moreover, they promised to pay an 
annual fee of 400 Lire if the council approved a grant of at least 40,000 Lire. 
Again, their argument was based on the idea that the municipality owed 
them an exclusive form of entertainment, notwithstanding the fact that the 
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municipality’s contractual obligation would violate the council’s rights to fi x 
the municipal budget from year to year. The proposal was rejected and, once 
again, the box owners’ refusal to pay resulted in a loss of 12,950 Lire.112

A SOCIAL REVOLUTION

Another decade passed until in 1884 the court of appeal pronounced a 
judgement favourable to the municipality.113 The sentence was of immense 
symbolic importance. As the liberation of the Papal Legations in 1859 had 
hardly been a social revolution, little had changed regarding Bologna’s most 
famous theatre—apart from the suppression of censorship. With the law suit 
Bologna’s nobility effectively lost its privileged position and its economic 
and legal power to insist on the traditional style of programme. Not private 
box owners, but political representatives of the citizens and professional 
experts were to determine the fate of the theatre as the principal institution 
of the city’s self-representation. The judgement enabled the Comunale to fol-
low a trend which throughout Europe characterised the opening up of opera 
houses to the middle classes: a transformation of the theatre’s traditional 
style of performance and a modern differentiation of theatrical genres.114 
In Bologna this meant abolishing the expensive combination of opera and 
ballet, the theatre’s focus on entertainment and effect, emphasising instead 
the narrative or symbolic content of a single work, its romantic, historical 
or realist meaning. By introducing these changes the political and cultural 
actors followed different motives: the conductor Angelo Mariani and his 
successors had artistic reasons, keen to extend the repertoire of an excel-
lent orchestra; the impresari and publishers hoped to sell Verdi and Wagner 
in Bologna and avoid the costs of an additional ballet; for politicians like 
Camillo Casarini it was part of a social programme, marking the end of 
a socially exclusive cultural policy. With the 1884 judgement the question 
of who owned the theatre was fi nally resolved and an important barrier 
against modernisation was removed, allowing Bologna to be brought into 
line with European trends of nineteenth-century opera.

Is this an all too optimistic conclusion? The private boxes still occupied 
a considerable amount of space in the theatre. Although their owners were 
now obliged to pay their annual fees if they wanted to keep their box, some 
of them still deserted the theatre if the performance did not correspond 
to their taste. As the mayor Tacconi complained in an 1888 council meet-
ing, many of their seats remained empty during Verdi’s Otello or Wagner’s 
Tristan, while the impresari and the municipality would have been keen 
to sell them to new audiences.115 The relatively small number of seats sold 
through the box-offi ce made it diffi cult to generate enough income to stage 
important works adequately. While the Comunale had not more than 1500 
seats, the Corso counted over 2000 and the Nuovo Brunetti 2500 seats, the 
same number as the San Carlo in Naples. The Scala in Milan had a total of 
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4000 seats, enabling the impresario to reinvest some of his returns into 
the season.116 In order to gain at least some additional rows of seats the 
administration decided to reduce the stage to its original size, as planned 
by Bibiena in the eighteenth century. This decision was open to objection, 
because in Bibiena’s days the requirements to stage an opera were differ-
ent from what was needed for Wagner, Puccini and Strauss in the early 
twentieth century.117 The intervention increased the number of seats, but 
damaged the theatre’s artistic potential. The owners of the private theatres 
took much more drastic measures than the municipality to adapt their 
houses to the changing conditions of the market. They gained considerable 
seating space in 1860, when the ecclesiastical, municipal and governmen-
tal authorities had to abandon their boxes.118 Moreover, at the end of the 
century, the owner of the Teatro del Corso decided to modify the seating 
space of three balconies. Following a principle fi rst applied during the 
French Revolution, only two balconies retained their individual boxes, 
while the others were transformed into open galleries, nearly doubling 
the number of available seats. The owner had to go through several years 
of bitter argument with the occupants of the boxes before they fi nally 
liquidated their contracts.119 The opera house in Berlin did the same as 
early as 1789, Palermo in 1830, La Scala in Milan and La Fenice in Venice 
followed later on; at Bologna’s Comunale this never happened.120 Selling 
more seats helped to democratise theatres and the higher income allowed 
the impresario to fi nance more expensive productions.

According to Bologna’s Democratic councillors, the Comunale 
remained an “eminently aristocratic theatre, because only a very small 
portion of the public can make use of it.”121 Their criticism was not 
directed against theatre in general, but against a cultural policy which 
favoured the “privileged classes of society.” Their criticism remained 
unheard: shortly before the First World War the conservative mayor Mar-
quis Tanari still described the Teatro Comunale self-confi dently as “an 
ancient, an aristocratic theatre with a limited capacity. . . . All this . . . 
constitutes a serious and insuperable objection to the demand for a fur-
ther reduction of ticket prices.”122



3 Money and Culture

“SPESE PAZZE”

In most parts of ninteenth-century Europe urban planning and expenditure 
for cultural representation formed a central aspect of municipal administra-
tion. In Italy this remained a contested issue. While Florence, even before 
becoming the kingdom’s new capital in 1864, witnessed its “urban revolu-
tion,”1 other Italian cities lagged behind in developing infrastructure and 
cultural institutions. In Bologna one of the administration’s fi rst initiatives 
after the end of the Papal regime was a revision of the commune’s fi nances. 
In May 1861 the councillor Fagnoli presented a report on the communal 
budgets between 1852 and 1858, leading the council not only to disapprove 
of the existing bureaucratic procedures as such, but also to note major 
irregularities in the city’s public fi nance.2 Already before the presentation 
of this report the municipality had raised a public loan of four million 
Lire to fi nance a series of urgent urban developments and to make a fi rst 
step towards the transformation of the medieval town into a modern city. 
As Alaimo has demonstrated, these plans involved the expropriation of 
numerous ancient estates and aimed at building several prestigious avenues 
in the centre, to be fl anked by modern apartment blocks.3 The municipal-
ity hoped to make considerable profi t from selling these estates, promis-
ing subscribers 6% interest for the loan. However, the expropriations were 
time-consuming and expensive, and some of them failed completely. More-
over, Bologna’s prices for real estate after Unifi cation did not develop as 
expected, ultimately obliging the municipality to sell their developments at 
a loss. An important chapter of the Moderates’ policy in Bologna and part 
of their long-term fi nancial planning thus resulted in a failure, limiting the 
city’s capacity to pursue an active cultural policy.4

Due to the legal framework imposed upon the periphery from the centre, 
municipal autonomy was highly restricted in Liberal Italy.5 Largely due to 
these pressures, the local Moderates adopted the fi nancial doctrine of the 
governing Liberals, resulting in a severe savings programme and affecting 
in particular the spending on urban development and cultural institutions. 
The semi-offi cial periodical Rassegna settimanale regularly criticized the 
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Italian cities’ expenditure “di lusso” after Unifi cation. The excessive trend 
towards local “embellishment” was regarded as “unseemly” for a coun-
try such as Italy, which had not even invested suffi ciently in its national 
defence.6 In Bologna the expenses for the wars of liberation and the sub-
sequent increase in interest rates were repeatedly used to justify fi nancial 
restrictions. The city’s fi nancial contributions to the nation’s war effort 
were seen as a question of prestige, while spending for public gardens 
qualifi ed as an extravagance of local administrators.7 The mayor Marquis 
Gioacchino Pepoli repeatedly criticised “the unjustifi able and exorbitant 
pretensions of the big communes . . . le feste, i teatri, i gaudi.”8 “I don’t 
think it would damage the public administration if a mayor, deciding to 
descend into his grave, abstained from leaving traces of his reign in the 
form of monuments or public gardens.”9

After Unifi cation municipal theatres were especially under the attack of 
the Liberals. Leopoldo Franchetti, a Liberal from Tuscany close to Pasquale 
Villari and Sidney Sonnino, criticised in particular those mayors who con-
sidered building theatres before having built the public roads to which they 
were committed by law: “A good portion of the country’s savings is buried 
in an eagerness for public works of luxury.”10 Gioacchino Pepoli himself 
“never understood why one pays for the theatre and its divine voices with 
the money of taxpayers, who themselves do not take part in these events 
for the recreation of the rich, who have to remain at home, in the cold, and 
probably hungry.”11 Their opponents, supporters of an active cultural pol-
icy, like the periodical Nuova Antologia, accused Cavour’s party of “being 
largely responsible for the government’s artistic absenteeism.” The Gazzetta 
Musicale di Milano complained that “the Kingdom of Italy did nothing for 
its music.”12 In 1867 Italy ceded the last theatres it had inherited from its 
former states to the municipalities, with no obligation to support them with 
public subsidies. Numerous theatres had to close; others became the objects 
of long judicial battles.13 However, according to the Liberals’ view, theatres 
should be private and not operate on the basis of public subsidies. Social or 
cultural entertainment was not seen as a public responsibility. Culture was 
understood as serving the social representation of status, of social groups 
or families, but not of cities or the nation.

The Right’s criticism of municipal “spese di lusso” was largely based 
on the notables’ own economic interests in restricted taxation. In 1869 the 
prefect of Novara, Zoppi, argued polemically that “those voters paying the 
highest taxes had the honour of covering the bill for high and too often 
simply crazy expenditure [spese pazze],” making reference to bells and 
organs for churches, uniforms for the National Guards and subscriptions 
for monuments—all this “pure vanity.”14 The local Moderates in Turin and 
in particular Quintino Sella, member of the government as well as a local 
councillor in Italy’s fi rst capital, expressed similar views. At the beginning 
of the twentieth century economists such as Luigi Einaudi criticized Italy’s 
static fi nancial policies during these years.15 As the examples quoted above 
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illustrate, this fi nancial policy was often coupled with a paternalistic atti-
tude towards the lower strata of the population: Franchetti described the 
expenditure for “buildings of luxury” as a sign of the “unlimited and abso-
lute power of the propertied class upon the poor”—socially and fi nancially 
irresponsible because through the municipal tax on consumption the poor 
had to contribute to municipal expenditure without taking advantage of 
theatres or being interested in monuments. Franchetti understood his criti-
cism explicitly as the Moderates’ answer to the “social question.”16

COMPULSION

The municipal law of 1865 introduced national uniformity in matters 
of municipal administration and restricted the communes’ expenditure 
according to the Moderates’ principles of fi nancial policy. The principal 
position of any municipal budget was the “compulsory expenditure” (spese 
obligatorie) imposed upon the communes by central government and con-
trolled by the prefect.17 This position included expenditure for primary 
education, the administration and the police force, salaries for municipal 
employees, assistance to the poor, as well as the maintenance of public 
buildings, estates and infrastructure. The municipalities regarded the 
imposition of this expenditure as interference in their autonomy. More-
over, “compulsory expenditure” included positions that were described by 
critics as the responsibility of the State. “Facultative expenditure” (spese 
facoltative) only covered “services and offi ces of public utility,”18 including 
nevertheless essential positions such as the lighting and paving of inner city 
streets and the costs of supporting voluntary fi re brigades. The legislator 
defi ned these positions as “not compulsory”. Depending on their individual 
fi nancial situation, the communes could be forced to make savings on these 
positions. Under “spese facoltative” they were allowed to include expen-
diture for their cultural self-representation such as subsidies for theatres 
or exhibitions, the celebration of public events and commemorations, the 
municipal band or subscriptions for monuments. Keen to develop its pro-
fi le as a place of learning and academic culture,19 Bologna included under 
“spese facoltative” subsidies for the university, professional schools and 
the Liceo Musicale. A city like Bologna, with limited economic resources, 
depended for its own development on institutes of secondary and higher 
education, on libraries and museums.20 The distinction between “faculta-
tive expenditure” and “compulsory expenditure” was not always clear and, 
especially during the fi rst years after Unifi cation, led to considerable debate 
in the council.21

Subsidies from central government, which used to be common under the 
ancien régime, were withdrawn after Unifi cation. For Bologna this pre-
sented a matter of considerable concern. As the capital of the Legations and 
second city of the Papal States, the city was confronted with an enormous 
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expenditure for cultural representation and for services linked to its func-
tion as a regional centre, comparable to the situation of other cities which 
after Unifi cation lost their status as the capitals of the ancient Italian states: 
Naples, Milan, Venice, Parma, Modena, (Turin and Florence, as temporary 
capitals of the new kingdom, represent a different case). For many years 
these cities had nothing to make up for “the courts, the bureaucracies and 
the attendant luxury trades that once had made them relatively prosper-
ous.”22 Theatres were among the institutions which suffered most under 
their loss of status after Unifi cation. In 1868 their situation was further 
aggravated when the government imposed a 10% tax on all theatre tak-
ings, making performances more expensive, at a time when most theatres 
struggled with the growing costs of appropriate staging.

During the fi rst years after Unifi cation the national legislation regard-
ing municipal income remained unclear and changes in the cities’ fi nancial 
situation were diffi cult to foresee. Any expenditure had to be generated 
by the cities’ own sources of income: taxes on consumption (dazio di con-
sumo), local duties and, within certain limits, super-impositions on national 
taxes.23 To a large extent the communal budget—including spending on 
cultural representation—was fi nanced by consumers, including those who 
were excluded from the suffrage or who would never attend a public per-
formance at the Teatro Comunale or the Liceo Musicale. Therefore the tax 
on consumption remained a major point of division between the political 
groups represented in Bologna’s town council.24 Moreover, the “compulsory 
expenditure,” imposed upon the communes by the State, often exceeded 
the total of the cities’ income; and central government continued to extend 
this position, raising regularly criticism of prefects, local politicians and 
the legal profession.25 Considering the growing burden of “compulsory 
expenditure” during the fi rst decades after Unifi cation, any expenditure 
beyond the positions imposed from the centre became extremely diffi cult. 
As a symbol of prestige and despite growing fi nancial pressures Pavia main-
tained its school of arts and its municipal band; other towns their local 
lyceum.26 Pisa allowed itself to build a new theatre, but reached the high-
est pro capita defi cit of all the bigger Italian towns.27 Cities like Florence, 
Ancona and Rome were insolvent in the 1870s and obliged to ask the State 
to intervene on their behalf, resulting in further loss of autonomy.28 The 
situation in Naples was similar, but here the municipality continued to con-
tribute 180,000 and soon even 300,000 Lire to the opera’s annual budget, 
an amount Bologna’s mélomanes could only dream of.29

MONEY AND MUSIC

Identifying closely with the Right’s fi nancial doctrine, for Bologna’s Moder-
ate administration savings on public expenditure were the order of the day, 
even if it risked damaging the city’s precious patrimony. Some councillors 
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suggested at regular intervals closing Bologna’s prestigious conservatory, 
the Liceo Musicale, linked to famous names such as Donizetti and Rossini, 
arguing that this institution absorbed a considerable portion of the annual 
budget.30 Similarly, the municipal band was often described as an unneces-
sary burden on the city’s taxpayers. Originally part of the National Guards, 
which represented a revolutionary legacy unwelcome by the Moderates, the 
Banda Civica played for offi cial celebrations and funerals, as well as giving 
weekly concerts on a central square during the summer months.31 Together 
with the professors of the Liceo Musicale, the band formed the orchestra 
for the Teatro Comunale. Recognising the band’s fi nancial diffi culties, some 
councillors suggested in 1863 a more substantial subsidy, but several Moder-
ate councillors questioned the commune’s obligations in this respect. Count 
Ercolani, belonging to the group around Minghetti, pronounced himself 
against any increase in the band’s grant, reminding his colleagues of the 
expenditure for the conservatory and the theatre. Marquis Bevilacqua, like-
wise an old friend and collaborator of Minghetti, suggested privatising the 
band, supposed to then generate its own income through commercial activ-
ity.32 The council remained undecided on this critical issue, until it realised 
that due to obligatory public celebrations, in particular the Constitutional 
day, it could not renounce having a band. As a matter of urgency the con-
tract was fi nally renewed and the band was even allowed to appoint some 
new musicians.33 After the short interlude of Casarini’s Democratic admin-
istration, which invested considerably in the city’s musical infrastructure, 
the band was again under threat of the Moderates’ savings programmes. A 
few councillors made the case for the renewal of its grant: “Even the small-
est villages maintain well instructed and disciplined corps of music, which 
on festive occasions provide a service.” They reminded the council of their 
band’s fame, hailed by people from all over the country during the inaugura-
tion of the monument for Gioacchino Rossini in Pesaro, and, just recently, 
by the international visitors attending Bologna’s Conference on prehistoric 
sciences, when it had performed not only the usual Italian titles, but an inter-
national repertoire.34 The historian of these debates has to consider that, 
at the time, attending a concert by the municipal band was one of the rare 
occasions when people could listen to music at all. Comparing Bologna 
to the smaller towns in the province, which were able to afford their own 
bands, brought local pride into play and turned the discussion in favour of 
the band’s survival. As a condition for the renewal of its grant the council 
imposed new regulations, which brought the band under the control of the 
municipal Deputazione dei pubblici spettacoli.35

Theatres continued to be at the centre of debates on communal fi nances. 
As a member of Italy’s early governments after Unifi cation, Minghetti was 
well aware of the crisis of the Italian theatres after the disappearance of the 
ancient states, but he was equally determined that the nation-state as their 
successor would not take responsibility for their survival.36 To enable an 
impresario to mount a successful season the subsidy of a leading theatre 



Money and Culture 71

had to be roughly equal to the takings.37 During the 1870s, when Bolo-
gna’s Comunale had to live on a public subsidy of ca. 30,000 Lire, La Scala 
received Lit. 200,000; the Pergola in Florence Lit. 100,000 and the Apollo in 
Rome lit. 140,000.38 La Fenice in Venice was often unable to fi nd an impre-
sario prepared to confront the fi nancial risk of organising a season without 
adequate subsidies, and during the late nineteenth century, for eleven out 
of twenty-four years, its doors remained shut. Naples’ San Carlo, used to 
generosity before and even after 1860, remained closed for three succes-
sive seasons during the 1870s; the Pergola in Florence ceased to produce 
regular performances of opera after 1877; and La Scala remained shut after 
1897 due to confl icts with the box owners and because the commune was 
unable or unwilling to provide the dote.39 In Naples, Parma and Modena 
the quality of the opera seasons declined during these years.40 Why should 
a successful impresario run the risk of a season in an Italian theatre when 
government grants abroad were twice or three times higher than in Italy’s 
best endowed opera houses? Moreover, in Paris the higher grants made it 
possible for prices to be about a third of the tickets at La Scala or the San 
Carlo, thus reducing the risk of performing in front of an empty house.41

During the Restoration period, Bologna was often able to attract the 
better impresari and companies due to its relatively substantial grant from 
the Papal government.42 After the Liberation the new political regime 
called a committee to study the future of the city’s municipal theatre. In 
January 1860 it urged the council to improve the funding for the theatre 
in order to respond to the increased expenditure of impresari and to allow 
for the modernisation of the Comunale’s technical equipment. The annual 
contribution of the box owners should be increased to meet the costs of 
modern opera performances. Although the council thanked the committee 
for its efforts, any further investment in the city’s cultural infrastructure 
was deemed inappropriate for a country at war.43 Among the few initia-
tives in favour of the theatre was the acquisition of an organ, indispens-
able for the modern repertoire which the theatre’s new conductor Angelo 
Mariani wished to perform.44 The municipal subsidy of 7000 Scudi was 
maintained, but the grant was not increased and investment in the theatre’s 
equipment was postponed. Subsequently, in November 1861, Marco Ming-
hetti imposed his saving plans upon the council.45 He was unable to justify 
the use of taxpayers’ money for such purposes. Public subsidies would only 
lead to competition over which cities paid the largest grant and had the fi n-
est theatre. Theatres “do not even produce anything useful.” Minghetti’s 
position found support on the extreme Left, which viewed the grant as a 
subsidy for the entertainment of the rich.46

Although a number of councillors averted the risk of the theatre remain-
ing closed, the annual grant was eliminated. Bologna’s drastic decision 
alerted other administrations, equally keen to cut expenditure. In a reply 
to an enquiry from Piacenza, Bologna explained that it wanted its decision 
to be understood as “a proof of the system of free competition,” which does 



72 Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy

not allow subsidies.47 Only when it became virtually impossible to fi nd 
an impresario, in 1863 and 1864, did the council discuss the issue again. 
Some councillors proposed compensating the members of the orchestra, 
usually paid by the impresario, as public employees with a monthly salary, 
but this turned out to be more expensive than paying the grant.48 Privatis-
ing the theatre altogether was legally impossible, due to the municipality’s 
obligations towards the box owners.49 Presenting arguments “of economic 
order,” the Minghettiani rejected once again the idea that the municipal-
ity had an obligation to fi nance a programme which corresponded to the 
city’s prestige and musical tradition.50 As a compromise the council agreed 
to contribute at least to certain items of the impresario’s expenditure, to be 
agreed from year to year by individual contracts.

In cases when a mayor had a particular interest in opera, he would try 
to deal with matters regarding the theatre without involving the council. 
In 1861, the mayor Marquis Pizzardi was confronted with the urgent need 
to undertake restoration work at the theatre, in particular to the facade 
and the roof of the theatre’s atrium, which according to the assessore Bug-
gio could collapse at any moment.51 The Papal administration would have 
contributed to such works. Under the new regime the mayor’s enquiries 
in Turin were unsuccessful. During the debate Bibiena’s original plans of 
the theatre were rediscovered, enabling the municipality to install mod-
ern technical equipment while respecting the theatre’s original design.52 
Although a number of councillors insisted on discussing these projects,53 
the mayor asked for a free hand in this matter—otherwise, the “necessary 
speed of the intervention could not be maintained.” Regarding the coun-
cil as incompetent in these matters, the administration was authorized to 
undertake the necessary studies for the project and the discussion of the 
costs was postponed.54

The new budget included 65,000 Lire to repair the theatre’s roof as well 
as the facade.55 While the municipal engineers warned that any further 
delay might cause accidents, numerous councillors still wished to avoid this 
expenditure.56 After a long debate the council approved the expenditure 
for the roof, but the work on the façade was further delayed. In the mean-
time, the theatre had to be closed.57 When the commune fi nally started the 
work, the council immediately intervened, criticizing the administration 
for spending too much and for avoiding discussions in council.58

The local government was torn between its own economic principles 
and its responsibility for public safety. Enrico Bottrigari belonged to one 
of those old noble families who supported the Risorgimento, but who still 
conceived of the theatre as their own responsibility. He criticized the aes-
thetic limitations of the restoration works, but recognised that the project 
was conditioned by the commune’s fi nancial misery.59 The Liberals’ views 
on these matters were not shared by everybody. The debates in the coun-
cil and among the citizenry reveal disappointment with the commune’s 
limited capability to meet public expectations in cultural representation. 
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The administration relied on collaboration with cultural and professional 
experts and was therefore often more ambitious in this respect than the 
majority of the council members. At the same time numerous councillors 
felt that the administration tried to avoid confronting the council on these 
issues, coming close to violating the municipal statutes. Depending on a 
Moderate majority, the administration found it increasingly diffi cult to  
obtain the council’s support for its cultural policies. Asking for consent 
only after faits accomplis seemed the only option, and there was no rea-
son to fear that as a consequence the same old families would vote for the 
Democratic Left in the next elections.

While most Moderate councillors wished to reduce expenditure, very 
different were the views among Bologna’s Democratic opposition: “Every 
other city is ahead of us; and Bologna still has a medieval system of public 
administration, with no proper building regulations, no covered market, 
no passeggiata for the public, no washing facilities, no public baths.”60 The 
cities with Democratic majorities were criticized by Liberals such as Ales-
sandro Salandra: “A certain middling bourgeoisie, of limited means, which 
profi ting from the power that has come to it from the false democratic 
movement of opinion, oppresses both the men of property on the one hand, 
and the poor on the other, and misuses its power in the local administra-
tions.”61 Marco Minghetti, then prime minister, insisted in 1874 that “fac-
ultative expenditure . . . has the effect of unfairly burdening the landed 
property.”62 His assessment was marked by economic self-interest and a 
few decades later Giovanni Giolitti would come to a very different evalua-
tion of the policies of past governments:

The classes in power have been spending enormous sums of money 
on themselves and their own interests, and have obtained the money 
almost entirely from the poorer sections of society. We have a large 
number of taxes paid predominantly by the poor, on salt, on gambling, 
the dazio on grain and so forth, but we have not a single tax which is 
exclusively on wealth as such.63

The fi nancial priorities of the Moderate political class help to explain why 
during the 1860s-Emilia-Romagna stayed poor, but at the same time fi g-
ured among the regions with the lowest public defi cit.64 During this period 
Bologna missed the opportunity to give its cultural heritage—the arts, the 
Bibiena theatre, its medieval architecture—the political attention it needed 
to establish the city as one of the cultural centres of the new nation-state. 
As illustrated by the confl ict on the boxes of the Teatro Comunale, the 
city’s cultural institutions remained for a long time dominated by the city’s 
traditional elites. The wider public, the middle classes, the city’s academics 
and cultural experts only gradually came to participate in political deci-
sions regarding the city’s patrimony. As the debates with the box owners 
have demonstrated, the administration’s infl uence on matters of repertoire 
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and performance were limited and at least initially it was hardly in a posi-
tion to use the theatre as an object of its cultural self-representation. The 
Moderates maintained an ambiguous position towards investment in the 
city’s cultural infrastructure. While they needed institutions like the the-
atre to display their own social status, subsidies also meant public account-
ability and resulted in a limitation of their personal infl uence on what was 
performed and how.

Attitudes on public spending depended to a large extent on political 
preferences, as a comparison with Pisa illustrates. Pisa had an old eigh-
teenth-century theatre which, similar to Bologna’s Comunale, was partly 
owned by the local nobility. In 1865 a group of citizens, representing Pisa’s 
rising middle class, established a society to build their own theatre.65 The 
secretary of the association was Pisa’s Democratic mayor. The R. Teatro 
Nuovo was not only to be bigger, offering a suffi cient number of seats 
for the new social strata interested in opera, it also had to be built with 
the latest technical equipment, allowing for the performance of a modern 
repertoire. Both theatres were equipped with boxes. However, in the new 
theatre the best boxes were no longer occupied by the aristocracy, but by 
the city’s commercial and industrial elite, most of them “uomini nuovi.”66 
Many old families did not consider renting a box in the new theatre. The 
municipality’s grant for the new theatre, 25,000 Lire annually, was smaller 
than Bologna’s, but very generous considering Pisa’s less important posi-
tion among the Italian theatres.67 With its R. Teatro Nuovo Pisa’s middle 
classes celebrated their recently acquired social and political status as citi-
zens of a rapidly developing economic and administrative centre. The local 
Moderates, representing the political opposition in Pisa, held their political 
meetings in the aristocratic Settecento theatre.

Was Pisa an exception? Even cities with a more urgent agenda of infra-
structural developments, such as the maritime city of Syracuse in Sicily, 
allowed their urban middle class to build a new modern theatre after Uni-
fi cation. Initiated in 1872, due to continuous fi nancial diffi culties it took 
Syracuse until 1897 to open the House, but the project remained a priority 
throughout this long period.68 The number of new public theatres in post-
Unifi cation Italy never came close to the peak of the Restoration period, 
but for many cities a new theatre was recognised as a symbol of pride for 
the rising middle classes. The decision to build a theatre in the fi rst instance 
depended largely on the political majorities of the council and the social 
groups they represented.

A DEMOCRATIC INTERLUDE

In 1869 Bologna’s principle newspaper during these years, Il Monitore di 
Bologna, summarised the fi rst ten years of Moderate administration after 
the Liberation in bitter words: “Bologna, a city of over 100,000 inhabitants 
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could have and should have done a lot: it did little, spent a lot, and did 
badly.”69 Similarly critical was the report of the central government’s del-
egate, who led the interim administration after the resignation of the Mod-
erate giunta in 1868 and produced a precise analysis of the city’s fi nancial 
situation, the structure of its administration and the development of the 
urban infrastructure during the previous decade.70 Due to the failure of its 
urban development projects, and despite its reluctance to invest in the city’s 
cultural representation, the Moderate administration left its successor a 
public defi cit of 9,496,923 Lire.71

The years between 1868 and 1872, under the Democratic mayor 
Camillo Casarini, represent a short interlude within a long history of 
Moderate administrations. Casarini’s administration was based on a 
majority of Democrats, Radicals and Republicans, which also included 
a few former supporters of the Moderate administration, who were not 
compromised by what was termed at the time the “politica consort-
esca” of the group around Marco Minghetti.72 Casarini’s administra-
tion distinguished itself through a new form of cultural policy aimed at 
strengthening local as well as national identity and Bologna’s profi le as a 
cultural and academic centre. A former leader of the Società Nazionale, 
member of the provisional giunta in 1859, governmental commissioner 
for the railways in Central Italy and a member of parliament, the lawyer 
Camillo Casarini represented in Bologna the politics of the new profes-
sional and educated middle classes. Most councillors of his group had 
been directly involved in the motions of 1848 or the liberation of the 
Papal Legations in 1858. Some of them had been loyal to Cavour’s old 
party until 1867, when the Moderates refused to support Garibaldi’s 
Mentana campaign. When Pepoli’s Moderate giunta collapsed, Bologna 
and the Romagna were agitated by political uprisings and social unrest 
provoked by the region’s economic crisis and by the imposition of new 
taxes, in particular the tax on fl our. This regional crisis led repeatedly 
to parliamentary enquiries and deepened the gulf between the political 
ideas of Democrats and Moderates.73 Compared to the politics of the 
Right during the fi rst decade after the Liberation, Casarini’s political 
priorities as mayor of Bologna illustrate an alternative approach to local 
administration.74

Numerous contemporaries and historians have commented on the dis-
illusionment with the achievements of the Italian nation-state, a crisis 
which commenced shortly after Unifi cation, most famously accentuated 
by Giosuè Carducci: “This is not Giuseppe Mazzini’s Italy,” the “Third 
Rome.” Instead, the nation resembled a new Byzantium, a symbol of 
decline.75 For the men around Casarini, who had invested their lives in the 
nation’s resurgence and the liberation of the Papal Legations, the general 
mood of resignation was perceived as a national tragedy. Casarini spoke 
of a “malcontento profondissimo,”76 which his majority confronted with 
a new approach to civil society and municipal administration. When the 
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Democrats took over, they presented their approach to the generally per-
ceived crisis as that of a new generation of politicians, who were capable 
of introducing a fresh spirit not only to the concept of local administra-
tion, but also to the project of building the nation from its periphery. 
Only twenty of the sixty councillors elected in 1868 had been members 
of the previous council, and of the fi fty-fi ve councillors of whom a profes-
sional activity is known, only fourteen belonged to the category of pos-
sidenti, even if the number of landowners still exceeded the commercial 

Figure 3.1 Camillo Casarini. (Reproduction by Kind Permission of the Biblioteca 
dell’Archiginnasio, Bologna, Italy.)
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or industrial middle class.77 Born in 1830 and twelve years younger than 
Minghetti, Casarini was too young when he was fi rst nominated for par-
liamentary elections and had to wait until 1865 to take up his seat. When 
he became mayor of Bologna, aged only thirty-eight, contemporaries com-
mented on his “grazia quasi infantile”.78

One of the reasons why the Right lost ground among the small local 
electorate was that voters lost confi dence in their ability to solve the social 
crisis with which the region was confronted. After weeks of strikes and 
violent demonstrations, the new administration changed its system of local 
taxation, moving several positions from a proportional to a progressive 
system. While communal budgets everywhere in Italy suffered under the 
charges imposed by central government, Bologna’s new system of local 
taxation increased the municipal income. Panzacchi, who as director of 
the Monitore di Bologna had bitterly criticized the years of Moderate 
administration, introduced a reform of local primary education which 
integrated a large portion of Bologna’s children for the fi rst time into 
the educational system, becoming a model followed by numerous other 
Italian towns.79 Similarly, Casarini’s administration restructured and refi -
nanced local secondary and professional education. Casarini supported 
the constitution of a workers’ cooperative and initiated a series of public 
works which created employment. Most of the Moderates’ urban devel-
opment projects had remained unfi nished and continued to contribute to 
the city’s fi nancial crisis.80 Now these projects were fi nally completed and 
several new streets improving access to the city centre were built, includ-
ing the widening of the central axis of Via Farini, aimed at attracting new 
commercial activity.

Based on the new administration’s professional background in fi nance 
and law, Casarini was able to demonstrate that there was room for politi-
cal intervention in local administration.81 His team started works for a 
new water supply system, built several markets and a municipal slaughter-
house, and created a new Palazzo di giustizia, thus freeing space under the 
city’s central Portico for the expansion of its cultural institutions. Using his 
experience and his contacts as a former commissioner for the railways, he 
also lobbied for a new connection between Bologna and Verona, which, it 
was hoped, would create employment for the entire region. A reform of the 
local administration and public services, which had previously been char-
acterised by nepotism and corruption, reduced expenditure while creating 
new employment in the public sector. The collaboration with politically 
independent professional experts became an integral part of the Demo-
crats’ political programme.82 The Right and the Gazzetta dell’Emilia criti-
cized this policy of public investment as unnecessary spending for the city’s 
decoro, while the Monitore di Bologna defended the economic benefi ts of 
investments, taking the view that “this was not just about spending, but 
about spending well and productively.”83
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The administration’s public works were integrated into a cultural 
policy which was aimed at injecting a new sense of urban and national 
identity into the municipality’s public life. Among the most prestigious 
projects of the local government was the opening of the Museo Civ-
ico, which made the city’s medieval and archaeological treasures, the 
Egyptian, Etruscan and Roman collections, accessible to a wider pub-
lic. The administration fi nanced the spectacular Etruscan excavations 
at the Certosa and local newspapers started reporting enthusiastically 
about every detail of the discoveries. The city sponsored the Fifth Inter-
national Conference of Prehistoric Archaeology in Bologna, attended by 
several hundred visitors from all over the world. The mayor gave the 
event considerable publicity, hoping to boost the city’s nascent tourist 
industry and to establish Bologna’s reputation as a leading academic and 
cultural centre of the new Italy. Important funds went into the restora-
tion, expansion and reorganisation of the famous municipal library in 
the Archiginnasio, a major symbol of Bologna’s self-perception as a cen-
tre of academic life. The name of Casarini’s electoral committee in 1868, 
“Galvani,” after Bologna’s famous eighteenth-century scientist, was a 
programme in itself.84

Within a few years Bologna changed its face. Beyond the municipali-
ty’s investment in public works, the administration’s activism stimulated 
private enterprise after a long period of economic and moral depres-
sion, after the council rejected some of the giunta’s initial proposals for 
the direct management of public services. Despite an overall increase in 
expenditure and regardless of the fact that Casarini’s period in offi ce 
ended with a political scandal, the years 1868 to 1872 were remembered 
as a period of stabilization of municipal fi nance after years of misman-
agement. Casarini inherited from the Moderate administration a current 
defi cit of more than two million Lire and a debt of nearly seven million 
Lire in loans, most of which had to be repaid on short term, result-
ing in a considerable burden for the municipality’s annual budget and 
paralysing local administration.85 Both the current budget policy and 
the commune’s loan system had to be revised. In order to resolve the 
problem of continuously having to cover expensive short-term loans, the 
administration arranged to balance the current accounts by transform-
ing its short-term loans into a single long-term loan at a fi xed inter-
est rate. The idea behind this manoeuvre was to consolidate the annual 
budget, ending the permanent crisis provoked by short-term obligations 
and allowing for investment in the city’s infrastructure, which would 
lead eventually to an increase in municipal income. Negotiations for 
this loan started in 1871, during a time when the banking sector, as a 
consequence of the Franco-German war, faced considerable diffi culties 
in providing loans. The council supported Casarini’s general approach 
to the city’s fi nancial problems, even if details of the arrangements were 
rejected. Within a year the annual defi cit was reduced from 289,619 Lire 
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to 167,059 Lire; and shortly afterwards the municipal budget was in 
balance, for the fi rst time since Unifi cation.86 The municipality’s public 
works were now controlled by politicians and administrators with pro-
fessional expertise, marking a contrast to the approach of the Moderate 
administrations, which for too long had relied on civil servants usu-
ally without professional qualifi cations, still largely recruited under the 
Papal regime. The loans taken out under Casarini’s administration were 
not agreed with the local banks, which were controlled by the same men 
who sat in the local or provincial councils, but were fi rst negotiated with 
a number of international banks and fi nally agreed with an institution 
in Verona, offering the most advantageous deal.

From 1863 to 1867, and again from 1869 to his premature death in 
1874, the mélomane Casarini also presided over the Deputazione dei 
pubblici spettacoli, which was in charge of the Teatro Comunale. His 
interventions in the management and the repertoire of the opera were 
among the most spectacular activities of his administration. Building on 
the ancient fame of Bologna’s Bibiena Theatre, opera was at the centre 
of his cultural policy. Between 1868 and 1872 Bologna wrote important 
pages in Italy’s history of music.87 The reason for his particular interest 
in opera, contrasting so much with the Moderates’ political priorities in 
Bologna, was rooted in his perception of Italy’s moral crisis during these 
years. According to Casarini, the widespread consciousness of crisis dur-
ing the years after Unifi cation corresponded closely to the decline of Ita-
ly’s lyric theatre, the nation’s primary art form throughout the nineteenth 
century. An enthusiast of both French grand opéra and Wagner, he saw 
the reasons for the decline of Italian opera in the nation’s campanilismo 
during and after the Risorgimento, in the nation’s obsession with its own 
past and glory, and in the unwillingness to look beyond the peninsula. 
In a great speech in parliament he reminded the Italian people how much 
the greatest works of Rossini and Verdi owed to foreign infl uences, to 
unorthodox approaches, and to the courage to introduce new ideas into 
Italian music. Confronted with the criticism of his cultural policy in 
Bologna and with his emphasis on Wagner at the Teatro Comunale, he 
explained that Italy cannot “build a Chinese Wall around its temples 
of arts.” He saw the cosmopolitan opening of Italy’s theatres as a sym-
bol for the nation’s “risveglio.”88 Patriotism and cosmopolitanism, for 
Casarini, were two sides of the same coin. At home, in the local council, 
Casarini accused the Moderates of lacking vision, of having nothing in 
mind but pettiness, of being incapable of appreciating his project of reju-
venating the city’s spirit, of just serving an old party “which could not 
make peace with the fact that a borghese had the courage to hold up the 
banner of the city’s dignity.” After his resignation from offi ce, Bologna’s 
Left regarded the return of the Right as the “beginning of a war against 
science and the arts.”89 Their lack of a cultural policy was, for Casarini, 
a sign of the decline of patriotic spirit and civic virtue.
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MONEY AND CULTURE IN THE LATE 
NINETEENTH CENTURY

Towards the end of Casarini’s administration rumours about fi nancial mis-
management and fraud emerged. As an offi cial investigation revealed, sev-
eral employees of the commune had passed a total of 33,886.67 Lire into 
their own pockets.90 The centres of fraud were the population offi ce, the 
communal slaughter-house and the cemetery; but the administration of the 
theatre was accused of irresponsible overspending. Too occupied with his 
projects for the city’s cultural self-representation, it was alleged that the 
mayor had neglected control over his administrative body. According to 
the offi cial report the members of the giunta were not personally involved 
in the scandals, but had entrusted the administration to an unreasonable 
degree. According to the auditors, by the end of Casarini’s administration 
the commune was faced with a defi cit of 55,000 Lire, hardly an extraordi-
nary sum, but enough for the giunta to resign.

After Casarini’s resignation, the returning Moderate giunta under 
Count Malvezzi fi rst stopped most of the projects initiated under Casarini 
and even made some of the administration’s new employees redundant. 
However, in the long term, Casarini’s administration and the fi nancial 
mechanisms he introduced became a model for subsequent local govern-
ments. Bologna followed the example of other Italian cities by seeking 
international investment and contracting specialised international busi-
ness to assume a whole new range of public services, which within decades 
turned Bologna into a modern city.91 Although their political ranks were 
still dominated by the landed elite, the local Moderates started showing 
signs of a generational and social transformation. The engineer and uni-
versity teacher Gualtiero Sacchetti, aged thirty-two at the beginning of 
Casarini’s administration, became one of the most infl uential leaders of 
the local Moderates, abandoning his professional career to dedicate him-
self to politics. Under the leadership of Sacchetti and Gaetano Tacconi, 
mayor from 1874, the Moderates increased their collaboration with Bolo-
gna’s professional classes, and Liberals belonging to the Progressive frac-
tion occasionally accepted positions in their administrations. Despite their 
electoral defeat in 1872, Progressive and Democratic councillors, repre-
senting the professional middle classes, continued to play a certain role in 
council decisions, marking a difference from the fi rst decade of Moderate 
administration after the liberation.92

During the following years the growth of the local population and an 
increase in (taxed) consumption led to a continuous boost in the munici-
pal income and allowed for a balancing of the municipal accounts.93 
Nevertheless, to a large extent cultural policy on the municipal level and 
investment in cultural representation were determined by the relationship 
the State had established with the municipalities and their cultural insti-
tutions. As well as by council policies, Bologna’s fi nancial situation was 
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therefore marked by the general conditions of municipal fi nance created 
under the kingdom’s early governments of the Right.95

Between 1867 and 1877 the commune of Bologna increased its income 
by 14.8 % and its expenditure by 25.2%.96 However, nationwide munici-
pal expenditure during this period increased by 50%. Marked by the 
fi nancial policies of the city’s Moderate administrations, Bologna’s 
expenditure developed less strongly than the majority of cities under 
Democratic administrations.97 During the following decade the pattern 
of expenditure in Bologna changed, becoming even more restrictive. 
While the city’s income between 1877 and 1887 increased by 21%, its 
expenditure increased by only 10.8%. In the province municipal income 
increased by 17.6%, compared to an 18.2% increase in expenditure. 
Hence, despite providing services and infrastructure for the entire prov-
ince, Bologna reduced expenditure in relation to its income. This policy 
refl ected Bologna’s need to reduce the public debt accumulated during the 
fi rst years of the Moderate administration. Under pressure from central 
government to reduce “facultative spending,” the short period of expan-
sion in expenditure had come to an end. Nevertheless, both Bologna 
and the communes of the province made considerable efforts to invest 
in their cultural institutions. Between 1876 and 1886 municipal invest-
ment in cultural institutions increased by 35.2% in the province, more 
than the total expenditure during the period (+ 18.2%). Spese facoltative 
made up for 16% of the total expenditure in 1876, compared to 18.3% 
in 1886. This position was slightly higher than in most Italian towns.98 
In the city of Bologna we notice a similar trend. Expenditure imposed 
by the State, including for instance the salaries of teachers in primary 
education, increased by 28% between 1882 and 1892, while “faculta-
tive spending” for culture and education—including museums, the Liceo 
Musicale, subsidies for secondary education—increased by 35.4%.

Municipal fi nance in Italy was usually characterised by a structural 
defi cit, due to the fact that expenditure exceeded the cities’ income.99 
Contrasting with this national trend, the communes in the province of 
Bologna, in the 1870s and 1880s, were able to balance their accounts. 
This situation changed in the 1890s. In 1891 the province’s communes 

Table 3.1 Growth of Population and Municipal Revenue in the Commune of 
 Bologna during the Years 1867 to 1897.94

 1867 1897 %

population  106,563  152,042 + 42.7%

income from 
taxation

2,118,230 Lire 3,751,486 Lire + 77.1%
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reached a defi cit of 381 million Lire or nearly 5%. In the city of Bologna, 
in 1892, the defi cit reached more than half a million Lire, or 16.7%. The 
most important cause of this was the budget for Bologna’s great exhibi-
tion in 1888. Increasing their income until 1895 by 9.4% and reducing 
expenditure during the same period by 1.6%, the provincial communes 
managed to balance their budgets, despite a further increase of centrally 
imposed compulsory spending of 4.1% during the same period. The sav-
ings programme meant that spese facoltative had to be reduced—from 
18.1% of the total budget in 1891 to 13.4% in 1895, a total reduction of 
27.2%. The city of Bologna reduced its defi cit during the same period, 
but without balancing its accounts. Considering the high degree of com-
pulsory expenditure imposed upon the communes by central government 
(83.9% of the province’s municipal budgets in 1876, reaching 86.2% in 
1895), pressure to further reduce expenditure led to a rather question-
able policy with regard to the local economy. During the period 1886 
to 1895, when the entire region was confronted with an economic crisis 
and an escalation of the “social question,” the communes of the province 
increased their income by 18.3%, but were obliged to keep their increase 
in expenditure at 14.1%. Despite considerable fi nancial pressure from 
above, the communes did their best to keep spese facoltative up—the 
only way to invest in their local development. However, having no infl u-
ence on the compulsory requirements imposed by the state, the savings 
programme reduced the overall proportion of spese facoltative between 
1886 and 1895 by 16.4%—money that otherwise could have been spent 
on infrastructure, urban planning and culture.

When in 1876 the Italian State proudly reached a balance of income 
and expenditure—to a large extent the work of Marco Minghetti as prime 
minister and minister of fi nance—the Marquis Gioacchino Pepoli, former 
mayor of Bologna, described this success as a “laughing mask, covering 

Table 3.2 Income and Expenditure of the Communes in the Province of Bologna for the 
 Years 1876, 1886, 1891, 1895 (in Million Lire).100

 1876 1886 (1876–86 in %) 1891 1895 (1891–95 in %)

Total income 6179.8 7272.5  (+17.6%) 7793.6 8605.9  (+9.4%)

Total 
expenditure 5961.4 7047.9

 
(+18.2%) 8174.6 8044.2 (-1.6%)

Spese 
obbligatorie 5005.8 5730.6

 
(+14.4%) 6661.1 6937.2 (+4.1%)

Spese 
facoltative 955.6 1292.3

 
(+35.2%) 1483.0 1079.6

 
(-27.2%)
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a weeping face.”103 The balance was reached with the help of the hugely 
unpopular tax on fl our, introduced in 1868 and to be paid by farmers or 
peasants when bringing their cereals, maize or chestnuts to the mill. How-
ever, part of the fi nancial consolidation on the national level was also the 
devolution of fi nancial obligations from the centre to the periphery in the 
form of numerous budget positions, which otherwise would have been the 
responsibility of the State.104 Minghetti saw his fi nancial policy as one of 
the great achievements of his political career, a marker of the success of 
Italian unifi cation. Pepoli, the Marquis from Bologna with the prestigious 
ancient name, minister in the early governments of the Right and once him-
self an advocate of restrictive spending, distanced himself from the policies 
of the Moderates. A principle architect of Italy’s unifi cation, his heart was 
nevertheless with the peninsula’s cento città. His “weeping” patria was the 
old city of Bologna.105

Table 3.4 Expenditure for Public Education in the Commune of Bologna for the 
 Years 1882 and 1892 (in Lire).102

 1882 1892 1882–92 in %

Spese obligatorie 278,000 356,464 +28%

Spese facoltative: 243,000 328,973 +35.4%

Table 3.3 Income and Expenditure of the Commune of Bologna for the Years 
 1877, 1887, 1892, 1897 (in Million Lire).101

 1877 1887 (1877–87 in %) 1892 1897 (1892–97 in %)

Total income 2488.1 3019.7  (+21.3%) 3624.9 3751.4  (+ 3.5%)

Total 
expenditure 2974.7 3298.4  (+10.8%) 4129.8 4058.8

 
(- 4.2%)





Part II

Writing the Past





4 The Middle Class and the 
Historicising of the Present

Geschiedenis is de geestelijke vorm waarin een cultuur zich rekensc-
hap geeft van haar verleden.

(Johan Huizinga)1

HISTORICISING THE PRESENT

This chapter provides an introduction to the book’s sections on Italy’s nine-
teenth-century medieval revival and on the rediscovery of its pre-Roman 
civilisations, chapters 5 and 6 respectively. In addition to presenting dif-
ferent local institutions involved in the writing of the urban, regional and 
national past after Unifi cation, the chapter discusses the role of historical 
discourse in the construction of identity. The following two chapters then 
examine the content of this historical discourse, drawing particular atten-
tion to Italy’s medieval revival and to the wide-spread fascination with its 
Etruscan past.

For Hobsbawm invented traditions are attempts to fi nd re-compensation 
for the feeling of loss associated with the experience of the present. The 
socio-psychological mechanisms which come into effect through histori-
cal symbols include archaic elements, but they also operate within modern 
forms of rationality.2 Certain social groups perceive modernity as a nega-
tive and alienating challenge, as described by Engels, Tönnies and Simmel. 
In this situation history offers “connective structures” to bridge social and 
temporal discontinuities, offering the comfort of a common past.3 As the 
historian and anthropologist Sally Humphreys remarked, “the discourse 
of modernity is incessantly involved, everywhere, in negotiating relations 
between constructed pasts and imagined futures.”4 The experience of the 
present depends upon the past; and “we will experience our present differ-
ently in accordance with the different pasts to which we are able to con-
nect that present,”5 as Paul Connerton argues. The complicity between past 
and future explains why Italian society, in the process of making itself 
“modern,” paid so much attention to writing its past. Although Benedetto 
Croce recounts how early nineteenth-century Italians deplored the “lack 
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of Italian (hi)stories conforming to modern concepts,”6 the Risorgimento 
understood itself explicitly as an evocation of the past and, in order to 
justify its aims, made continuous references to historical events. Historical 
references produce effects even if they are used purely as a formula, if they 
are invented or based on wrong assumptions. The symbolic material used 
in myths constitutes something “like a reservoir of meanings” (Koselleck) 
which is available for possible use in numerous different structures.7

Based on similar assumptions Huizinga sees history as a form of the spirit 
rather than a science—a form of the spirit within which a culture produces 
its accounts of the past.8 Each culture creates this specifi c historical form 
of the spirit, and regards it as true. In analysing this enterprise, Huizinga 
avoids a differentiation between the academic discipline of history and the 
arts. Also in Italy “historicising discourse” was not restricted to academia, 
but included other forms of expression as well—historicising literature from 
novels to children’s books, political language, the arts and music. In particu-
lar Carducci’s “historical-epical poetry” was fermented with “praxis,” that 
is, political-historical sentiment. He insisted that “history is not exclusively 
made of political facts,” but of arts and ideas as well.9

However, as André Malraux remarked, “un cruxifi x roman n’était pas 
d’abord une sculpture.”10 In creating museums, “we respond less to the 
intrinsic attributes of cultural goods, than to the symbolic meanings given 
to them.”11 Historicising discourse transforms objects into “sémiophores,” 
defi ned by Krysztof Pomian as “objects bearing meaning,” objects of aes-
thetic-historical experience used to interrogate the world.12 The selection and 
presentation of objects in museums or in the urban landscape is “enacted 
within a power system,” which contributes to the production of social sys-
tems. During this process the distance between historical object and con-
temporary observer, which Collingwood and Gadamer emphasise in their 
philosophical hermeneutic, is consciously ignored. Thus, the educational 
purpose of museums or monuments is largely determined by a contemporary 
agenda.13 The historian is able to examine the historical production of semio-
phores, the meaning vested in them and their historical classifi cation.

“Historical patrimony increases a nation’s prestige.”14 With these words 
Count Gozzadini, president of Bologna’s Deputazione di Storia Patria, jus-
tifi ed in 1872 the need to commence a major programme of archaeological 
excavation in Italy. The excavation of sites, the foundation of museums 
and the preservation of historical architecture all help to create a sense of 
community, on a local, regional or national level. Recent historical writ-
ing tends to explore museums as shrines and schools of national signifi -
cance. However, in Italy more particularly many museums are vested with 
regional and local meaning; and many local collections are older than the 
national museums. In the case of Bologna the modern history of its archae-
ological museum begins in 1871, while it took the government until 1889 
to decree the institution of a National Archaeological Museum in Rome.15 
The Roman municipality, infl uenced by clerical opposition to the Italian 
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nation-state and loyal to the Papal tradition of archaeological research, 
obstructed for years the creation of a national museum.

Not only the objects in municipal collections and museums, but also the 
city’s historical and historicising architecture, monuments and infrastruc-
ture bear a symbolic meaning beyond their immediate signifi cance. They 
are relics of the past: decorative accessories and built environment. Trans-
formed into semiophores, they make the urban environment meaningful. 
Discourse about visual symbolism is constructed similarly to the formation 
of collective memory as defi ned by Maurice Halbwachs: Meaning changes 
over time and is continuously redefi ned according to the social and politi-
cal needs of contemporary societies.16 The prestige of a particular historical 
collection arises not from the objects themselves, but from an imagined, 
invisible world of the past with which they are associated.

The rediscovery of the past and the transformation of past objects into 
contemporary semiophores were based on the idea of progress, something 
to which contemporary society could easily relate.17 Not only was the past 
read in a contemporary key, but also contemporary experiences were his-
toricised. An interesting example of this historical contextualisation of 
modern experiences were the fake-historical buildings and villages at the 
world fairs—attempts to demonstrate where the modern world came from. 
Modern nation-states represented themselves not only through neo-classi-
cal pavilions, but also through “medieval” constructions such as Pugin’s 
medieval court at the Great exhibition of 1851, the “borgo medievale” at 
Turin’s 1884 exhibition, or the Flemish village at the 1910 exhibition in 
Brussels.18 In post-Unifi cation Bologna the past played a major role in the 
city’s self-representation, not only through museums, excavations, or the 
preservation of the historical centre, but also through commemorations of 
historical events or debates on the local toponymy.

Within the construction of historically informed identities the past and 
the ways in which it was to be remembered always remained a matter of 
political debate. In these debates the Democratic middle class played a cru-
cial role. According to Croce, Carducci’s past was never

an indifferent and cold narration of historical facts. . . . Carducci loves 
and hates: he loves ancient Rome and hates Papal Rome; he loves the 
people and hates the emperors. He loves and hates, because for him, 
unlike for the historian, the images of the past do not represent a sa-
cred past; they are symbols of the future, ideal types of good and bad 
for which one has to fi ght.19

History meant debate. When asked for an inscription commemorating the 
battle of Legnano, Carducci had to return to his work many times “because 
the promoting committee wanted it in one way, the municipality in another 
and the Deputazione di Storia Patria in a third.”20 After Garibaldi’s death 
Carducci received a total of forty invitations to compose epitaphs—from 
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Monarchists, Republicans, Socialists, and anybody who claimed the hero’s 
legacy—each of them asking for the commemoration of a different Garib-
aldi.21 Historical narratives were a literary genre, they were used for public 
speeches and as features for newspapers and magazines. Their authors were 
to a large extent of middle class origin. Academic reports on archaeologi-
cal excavations or on the meetings of the Deputazione di Storia Patria were 
published on a regular basis in local newspapers.22 Bologna’s professors, 
men like Bertolini and Carducci, addressed large audiences on historical 
themes, most frequently with focus on the Communal age. The Republican 
Quirico Filopanti and the Catholic Alfonso Rubbiani lectured on medieval 
crafts to the local labour associations; the former mayor Carlo Pepoli spoke 
in schools to commemorate historical events; and Enrico Panzacchi gave 
lectures on the Renaissance in the Florentine Palazzo Ginori.23 The cul-
tural elite discovered a new sense of virtue behind the teaching of history. 
Carducci believed that even primary schools should teach “the duties and 
rights of the citizen, . . . sowing the seeds of a sense of their own dignity in 
the pupils. Pride creates good citizens.” Such pride was to be based on local 
history, in Bologna with a preference for the period of “medieval freedom” 
before the “enslavement” under the Papal regime. The history of religion 
was to be taught not as catechism, but as part of young people’s general cul-
ture and particular attention was to be paid to Jewish history, as the source 
of Christianity, in contrast to the anti-Jewish tradition of the former Lega-
tions, which still inspired parts of the Catholic-legitimist opposition.24

For the educated middle class the historicising discourse after Unifi ca-
tion served three major aims: providing Bologna with a civic identity; legit-
imising the end of the Papal regime; and fostering Bologna’s reputation as 
a major cultural and academic centre in the new nation-state. Historical 
consciousness, the “invention of a historical tradition,” had to consolidate 
a consensus favourable to the new State and to the new municipal admin-
istration. The unifi cation of Italy meant for Bologna fi rst of all liberation 
from the Papal regime. Bringing about the end of this old-established state, 
the liberation was for Bologna almost a patricide. Accounts of the past 
had to justify it. The legacies of Papal dominion had to be erased; it had 
to be treated as an historical interlude. Positive traditions had to be found, 
representing the germ of a new identity, a substitute for the Papal past. In 
respect to the great medieval confl ict between the supporters of the papacy 
(Guelphs) and of the Empire (Ghibellines), most Italian patriots during the 
nineteenth century took the side of the papacy. But unlike other North-
Italian cities, Bologna obviously had diffi culties in thinking of itself as a 
Guelph city.25 As an important centre of the Risorgimento and the fi ght 
against the Austrian occupation, the city identifi ed with historical narra-
tives about “foreign” dominion, but the Risorgimento was also understood 
as a struggle for independence from the Papal regime. Confronted with 
these divided loyalties, the Bolognese historian Francesco Bertolini rejected 
the idea of using history for political aims altogether.26
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BETWEEN CENTRE AND PERIPHERY

Bologna’s Deputazione di Storia Patria played a major role in the creation of 
local historical narratives. Its constitution was decreed by the Piedmontese 
governor Luigi Carlo Farini in February 1860, following a proposal by the 
minister of education Antonio Montanari, himself professor at the Univer-
sity of Bologna. Its model was the Deputazione subalpina di storia patria, 
founded in 1833 by King Carlo Alberto. The aim of these historical insti-
tutes was to become “the intellectual and historical home from which Italy 
will resurge to new life.”27 This “home” was obviously furnished by men, 
“because professionalization and historical science developed at a time of 
separate spheres,” when “the profession was virtually all male.”28 In this 
respect the modern institutions differed from Bologna’s noble salons, in 
which, for instance, the countess Gozzadini had played an infl uential role. 
As will be demonstrated in chapter 6, many professional historians consid-
ered the historical interests of the local nobility as amateurish, even if for 
a long time men like Count Gozzadini were still able to play a dominant 
part in institutions such as the Deputazione. Due to the publication of its 
proceedings in the press, the Deputazione reached an audience which went 
far beyond the specialists working in the fi eld, including political decision 
makers, the local administration, Bologna’s intellectual elite and the edu-
cated middle classes. After Unifi cation these groups were keen to see their 
city assume a historically distinctive identity.

In addition to the conservation and publication of historical docu-
ments, the Deputazione was assigned a role in the protection of ancient 
buildings and in taking care of archaeological excavations.29 The fi rst 
president of Bologna’s Deputazione was Senator Count Giovanni Goz-
zadini, at the time already a corresponding member of the Deputazioni 
in Piedmont and Tuscany, of the Ateneo Veneto and the Archaeological 
Acadamies of Rome and Ercolano, and a member of the historical societ-
ies of the Liguria and Palermo. He seemed therefore an ideal candidate 
for the nomination. Carducci became a member of the Deputazione in 
1863, its secretary in 1865 and its president in 1887. Although trained 
as a philologist, due to his position in the Deputazione, Carducci was 
regarded as an infl uential historian as well as being the most important 
poet of the post-Unifi cation period. His editions of medieval documents 
in the Rerum Italicarum Scriptores were considered a major resource 
for Italian history and several of his former students became profes-
sional historians or archaeologists of major importance, like the later 
director of Bologna’s museum, Gherardo Ghirardini.30 As illustrated in 
the following chapter, the Deputazione played an important role in the 
preservation of historical buildings in Bologna. The architect Raffaele 
Faccioli, associated with the Deputazione since 1873, was director of 
the regional offi ce for the Preservation of Monuments, an ideal position 
from which to voice the Deputazione’s concerns for the city’s historical 
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heritage. He directed the restoration of Santo Stefano, one of Bologna’s 
most remarkable ecclesiastical buildings and the Deputazione’s most 
important restoration project during the second half of the nineteenth 
century. The Deputazione operated in collaboration with the prefect, 
who circulated its decisions to the relevant local and national authori-
ties, and it applied on its own initiative for fi nancial support to preserve 
or restore historic buildings.

Although the Deputazione could only make recommendations to pub-
lic authorities, in a period of rapid transformation of the urban land-
scape it was often in a position to prevent injury to the city’s patrimony. 
It represented a professional authority which the relevant decision mak-
ers could hardly ignore.31 Moreover, the Deputazione made itself heard 
through the public role its members occupied in the local or provincial 
administration, or at the national level. Good examples of that are Goz-
zadini and Carducci, who at different times were members of the local 
council, but also of the parliament’s fi rst chamber. Nevertheless, their 
infl uence on local government decisions was limited and their relation-
ship to the administration not without tensions. In the 1870s Gozzadini 
criticized the commune for failing to collaborate with the Deputazione 
over the Etruscan excavations at the Certosa, which were led by the 
municipality’s chief engineer Antonio Zannoni. He was not a profes-
sional archaeologist, but mastered the modern methods of excavation 
better than Gozzadini himself.32 After more than a decade of experience 
with excavations on his own lands Gozzadini saw himself as the lead-
ing expert in the fi eld. Referring to the royal decree which regulated the 
Deputazione’s role, Gozzadini was of the opinion that the Deputazione 
had to guide the commune in its excavation and conservation projects.33 
However, for the commune it was an issue of prestige that it should take 
care of its own sites. Moreover, there was also a political confl ict behind 
this dispute, opposing Moderates and Democrats. Gozzadini and Bot-
trigari, Il Monitore di Bologna and the Gazzetta dell’Emilia, opposed 
the projects of the city’s new Democratic administration under Camillo 
Casarini between 1868 and 1872.34 While Zannoni, who also taught 
evening classes for local Labour organisations, had been promoted, the 
Democratic administration had made redundant numerous municipal 
employees, who had been employed by the Moderate administration or 
even before the political transition of 1859.35 In 1875 Count Gozzadini 
was nominated royal commissioner for museums and excavations, which 
gave him authority over every site explored in the region. This position, 
which he occupied until his death in 1887, was unpaid and related to 
his existing public mandates, but it made him directly responsible to the 
minister of public education. The prefect told the mayors of the province 
to report on all excavations and work on ancient monuments to the com-
missioner, which had the effect of further strengthening the position of 
the Deputazione. The ministry’s Uffi cio centrale della Direzione degli 
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Scavi e dei Musei aimed to improve communication between centre and 
periphery, and to ensure that regulations were respected. Even on private 
property excavations now had to be authorised by the government. Goz-
zadini soon started complaining to the prefect about the municipality’s 
lack of consultation in matters relating to its archaeological sites and it 
is not surprising that in particular Zannoni resisted the count’s attempts 
to intervene in his municipal excavations.36 Once Bologna’s different col-
lections of antiquities were united in a single site, Gozzadini also became 
the museum’s fi rst director general.

Figure 4.1 Zannoni’s Excavations at the Certosa. (Antonio Zannoni, Gli scavi 
della certosa di Bologna. Bologna: Regia tipografi a, 1876) 
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Rome provides comparable examples of confl icts regarding the author-
ity over excavations and the protection of monuments. Denis Bocquet 
describes a “rivalité spatiale,” in which the Italian state sought to take con-
trol of the territory of its capital, against the elected municipal institutions, 
which were in the hands of the “black aristocracy” and deeply hostile to the 
new state. The minister of fi nance Quintino Sella, who had a strong per-
sonal interest in archaeology, succeeded in enabling the state to purchase 
land from the municipality in order to promote his own projects, but some 
of the former Papal archaeologists continued to represent their interests 
through the Vatican and the town hall. In the long term the municipality 
lost control over the territory with respect to archaeological matters.37

Despite these developments and confl icts, the Deputazione played a 
major role in crafting Bologna’s new historical identity after Unifi cation. It 
helped to arise an awareness of Bologna’s ancient topography and encour-
aged local administrators to take part in the uncovering of the region’s 
ancient remains, of Roman streets and drainage systems or the Etruscan 
burial places.38 On certain projects, such as the controversial restoration 
of the Teatro Comunale, the Deputazione was consulted directly by the 
administration.39 The Deputazione studied Bologna’s medieval architec-
ture, its churches, palaces and towers, and advised the municipality accord-
ingly in matters of restoration. In most of its studies it emphasised the 
quality of Bologna’s early medieval architecture, in the period before the 
domination under Papal government.40 Dependent on central government 
funding, the major constraints on the work of the Deputazione were of a 
fi nancial nature. Initially, after the liberation of the Papal Legations, the 
Deputazione Romagnola had an annual budget of 8000 Lire, but in 1865 
the grant was reduced to 2400 Lire, which refl ected not only the kingdom’s 
fi nancial diffi culties at the time, but also the general luke-warm attitude of 
the Moderate governments to “cultural” nation-building. These fi nancial 
restrictions made it diffi cult to maintain the Deputazione’s prestigious edi-
tions of historical documents and to publish its proceedings, but it did not 
prevent this committee of experts from voicing its concerns about the local 
patrimony and the city’s historical identity.41

For decades after Unifi cation learned societies and institutions such as 
the Deputazione were constituted to a large extent by the local nobility and 
restricted in their membership through complex regulations. In Tuscany 
the majority of members in academic institutions belonged to the nobility. 
The marquis Matteo Ricci was described as “accademico residente” of the 
famous Florentine Accademia della Crusca, a position similar to Count 
Gozzadini’s in Bologna.42 However, after Unifi cation academic institu-
tions began to be infl uenced by the general trend towards professionalisa-
tion, with academics from middle class backgrounds gaining infl uence. In 
Bologna’s Deputazione this development can be illustrated by the role of 
people like Carducci, Frati and Brizio. The municipal librarian Frati was 
mentioned in chapter 2, in connection with the contracts of the theatre’s 
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box owners. Brizio had studied classics with Ariodante Fabretti in Turin 
and graduated as one of the fi rst students from the Scuola Archeologica 
Italiana, which had been created in 1866.43 Gherardo Ghirardini was of 
modest origins and studied with Carducci, thanks to a municipal schol-
arship. After having obtained chairs in Pisa and Padova, he returned to 
Bologna in 1907 to succeed Brizio as director of the Civic Museum and 
superintendent of antiquities. In 1913 he became president of the Deputa-
zione.44 The Deputazione defended its academic freedom from government 
intervention until 1935, when the Fascist regime put it under the direct 
control of a government committee.

SHOWCASES OF THE PAST

One particular area in which the municipality was able to infl uence public 
perceptions of the past was the city’s museums, emerging as public institu-
tions in the modern sense during the 1870s and 1880s. James J. Sheehan has 
described the period between 1830 and 1880 as “the museum age.”45 While 
in the early-modern period museums were conceived as spaces for private 
scholarship, during the nineteenth century they became public leisure insti-
tutions and tools for the educational improvement of the masses.46 These 
were the intentions of Bologna’s administration when in the 1870s it made 
the municipal museum the city’s most important cultural fl agship after the 
Teatro Comunale—a policy started under the Democrat Casarini, but later 
continued under the Moderate administrations. Compared to Turin or the 
cities in the former provinces of the Habsburgs, Bologna was a latecomer in 
the creation of public museums and wished to make its museum one of the 
fi nest of the peninsula.47 However, there were fi nancial limitations to the 
municipality’s pedagogical plans. In 1878 the Civic Museum started charg-
ing entrance fees, following the example of Bologna’s state-run Pinacoteca, 
which during the previous years had generated about 8000 Lire per annum 
through the selling of tickets.48 The Civic Museum, after its reorganisation 
and offi cial inauguration in 1881, charged one Lira per ticket and made a 
total of 14,000 Lire during the fi rst two months alone.49 Considering the 
museum’s educational objective of communicating a specifi c narrative of 
the past to a wider public, the decision to charge fees presented a problem 
which concerned successive municipal administrations. Since it had intro-
duced fees, the museum counted a growing number of foreign visitors, but 
faced diffi culties attracting the local population. As the mayor explained,

Not even ten out of a hundred citizens know the Museum, despite 
the fact that it equals in importance the major museums of Italy and 
abroad. As this institution gives Bologna real prestige, it is truly sad-
dening that the citizenry doesn’t suffi ciently appreciate an institution 
that does such honour to Bologna.50
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Councillor Ercolani, the rector of the university, was mostly concerned 
about the people’s “aesthetic education”—“helping to maintain a sense 
of beauty among the people and a sense for the good.” He proposed that 
on at least one day of the week entry to the museum should be free.51 As 
soon as the administration reintroduced free days the number of visitors 
went beyond the museum’s capacity, obliging it to shut the doors dur-
ing peak times. To cope with the problem the administration allocated 
additional funds to pay the municipal fi remen to provide support for the 
wardens.52 After the peak in the 1880s the number of visitors decreased 
to eight or nine per day in the 1890s. During World War I, under the 
fi rst Socialist local government, there was a revival of interest in local 
museums, again creating diffi culties for the administration due to the 
shortage of personnel.53

Despite the museum’s international recognition and its initial popular-
ity, the municipality’s expenditure on this form of cultural self-representa-
tion was regularly criticised by Moderate as well as Socialist councillors. 
The Civic Museum, containing municipal collections as well as the 
state-owned collections of the university, required a coordination of the 
municipality’s cultural policy with the university’s academic objectives. 
In addition to the honorary position of the director general, the commune 
employed a director for the museum’s medieval section; an “inspector” as 
head of the administration, who also taught Egyptology at the university; 
a ticket offi cer; seven wardens, two of whom also worked as conservation-
ists; and an additional warden with residence at the museum. The central 
government paid for the director of the antiquities section, for a conserva-
tionist and two further wardens.54 Staff who were professionally qualifi ed 
or in academic positions frequently moved to other museums. (As late as 
1912 women were still excluded from applying for any positions.) In addi-
tion to the salaries of the government employees, the minister of public 
education provided an annual grant for acquisitions and conservation, 
heating and lighting, the travel expenses of the archaeologists and the 
uniforms of the wardens. This grant amounted initially to 1500 Lire and 
was doubled in 1883. Hence, one of Bologna’s most prestigious means of 
cultural self-representation depended on fi nancial contributions from the 
State. Successive attempts to obtain additional fi nancial means from the 
commune were blocked by the council. Not even the income from the sale 
of tickets—2654.50 Lire in 1889—was granted entirely to the museum. 
In debates on the museum’s persistent fi nancial diffi culties, Bologna’s 
mayors regularly pointed to the municipality’s initial expenditure for the 
museum’s inauguration in 1881 and to the general cost of excavations 
undertaken by the commune, which made it impossible to justify any fur-
ther fi nancial commitments.55

According to Kenneth Hudson modern public museums were largely “the 
creations of their directors,” without much impact from visitors.56 While it 
is true that in Bologna public response to the collections played only a minor 
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role, the complex structures of administration and fi nance suggest that the 
power of academic directors over the management of their museums was 
relatively limited. As a later chapter will show, the local administration 
and the state were in a position to determine the content, arrangement and 
“reading” of the collections. Private benefactors who left their collections 
to the museum played an important part. The central government was keen 
to emphasise its role in the original creation of the museum and to mark out 
its property within the collections through printed catalogues and invento-
ries.57 In addition to the guidebooks of 1887 and 1914, produced for a less 
specialised readership, several scholarly catalogues provided an overview of 
the museum’s different collections. However, once the catalogues had been 
completed, the minister showed no interest in covering the expenses. Their 
publication took several decades and the respective expenditure was rou-
tinely left to the commune. Despite these diffi culties, the museum insisted 
on selling only its own publications and no books or guides produced by 
independent authors, thus keeping control over the historical narrative and 
the intended meaning of its collections.

Unlike the local Democrats, the Socialists commented rather critically 
on Bologna’s cult of the past. They claimed that the municipal library, for 
instance, collected only books “which are useful for the study of old mum-
mies, supporting an obscure cult of scholarship; there is nothing about 
contemporary culture, no books of modern literature, works on sociology 
and the economy, or about the colonies.”58

MAL D’ARCHIVE

“Showcases of the past,” but of a different kind from museums, were Ita-
ly’s archives. In particular regarding the medieval period many Italian cit-
ies possessed archives which in quality and quantity were more important 
than the national archives of certain states in Northern Europe.59 Archives 
played an important part in asserting the cities’ role in the unifi ed nation-
state. Bologna’s Archivio di Stato was created in 1874 and was originally 
located on the same site as the museum, before being moved to the Palazzo 
dei Celestini and arranged according to modern criteria. The main focus 
of the collection was on the period before the Papal administration, cov-
ering the history of the commune between the twelfth and the early six-
teenth centuries.60 The term “archive” refers to “commencement,” where 
everything began, a central theme for a city setting out to search for its 
historical identity. But according to Derrida, the term also refers to “com-
mandement,” the exercise of authority, in this case authority over the past, 
an authority which could either be exercised by the municipality or by the 
State.61 Even before the annexation of the Papal Legations by Piedmont 
the commune resolved in August 1859 that the Archiginnasio should be 
transformed in order to house the “archivio patrio.” Farini, then governor 
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of the province, planned to return any archives not directly regarding the 
State to the local authorities.62

One of the Deputazione’s objectives was to coordinate information 
regarding the location and content of archives, in particular the Archivio 
Notarile, the civil and criminal archives, the Papal State archives, the papers 
of the cathedral, and the documents of the military and the prefect. A fi rst 
overview of holdings was undertaken in August 1860. Francesco Bonaini, 
superintendent of the Tuscan archives, was asked to develop a project set-
ting out how the various collections should be organised. Bonaini was 
the fi rst Italian to adapt the modern “principe de provenance,” organis-
ing the papers according to the institutions which created them, rather 
than by forming subject fi les.63 Following these rules, Bonaini represented 
the avant-garde of the archival discipline, understood by archivists and 
historians alike as the key to a “scientifi c” reconstruction of the past. 
However, within a few months the municipality engaged in a long dispute 
with central government about the ownership of and access to the various 
collections; and in particular regarding the separation of “current” and 
“historical” archives. The state denied the commune access to any papers 
relating to the former Papal Legations, seeing itself as the only legitimate 
successor to the Papal regime and claiming to represent the continuity 
between the former states of the peninsula and the new Kingdom of Italy. 
The municipality wished to collect all papers relating to its past in one and 
the same location, if possible, linked to the site of its ancient university and 
library. They wanted to reorganise papers according to their institutional 
origins, create inventories and chronological tools for historical research. 
On this front Moderates and Democrats fought together against the cen-
tral administration of the State: the nobility regarded the history of the 
city as the history of their own families; the middle class sought to provide 
the city with a historically informed local identity. The State denied the 
commune the right to declassify papers or to reorganise series of docu-
ments according to their historical origins. Only in exceptional cases was 
the government prepared to leave papers to the commune, that is, when in 
1863 it closed Bologna’s old mint and left its archives to the municipality.

Carducci described these years as “Bologna’s re-awakening”; a period in 
which the entire Romagna competed to make its historical documents (many 
of them dating back to the thirteenth century) accessible to historians.64 In 
this context a polemical article in the Monitore di Bologna signed C. and 
probably by Carducci, praised the German historical school: “Everywhere 
we encounter in the archives eager researchers from Germany. With admi-
rable patience and skill they discover precious documents and reveal his-
torical truth through their interrogation of the gigantic ruins of the past.”65 
Repeatedly the Deputazione asked the government for permission to create 
the necessary means of access to documents, allowing historians to system-
atically research the city’s and the region’s past. “But ancient papers remain 
mixed up with current papers and the employees in the relevant offi ces are 
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busy with other tasks. . . . In these archives it is pointless to even ask for a 
catalogue, or for any kind of rational organisation, not to speak of a scien-
tifi c arrangement of the documents.”66

In 1874 the Archivio di Stato established the State’s authority over 
any papers relating to the former Legations and its predecessors, but 
at least access to documents was now regulated.67 The confl ict between 
municipality and central government regarding the documents mir-
rors the city’s attempts to take possession of its past and to strengthen 
its historical consciousness. Bologna suffered from a “mal d’archive,” 
described by Derrida as the condition of a patient who searches for his 
identity in the past and tries to cure himself by rummaging for dusty 
documents.68 In the case of Bologna the State denied the patient its 
self-prescribed cure. The city’s “desire for memory” resulted in a tense 
relationship between city and State that lasted for decades. Being Ital-
ian also meant having a local identity which after the Risorgimento’s 
completion did not simply vanish.

CRAFTING THE PAST

Historical discourse helped to legitimise the present by “crafting” the past, 
a local as well as a national past. Hayden White has demonstrated how 
“historical discourse seeks to explicate the relation between parts and 
wholes or between the phases and the completed structure of a process.”69 
In his Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault depicted a similar process, 
pointing to the ways in which historians construct continuities and dis-
continuities. Like the writer of fi ction, historians fashion their material, 
illustrating the struggles of the past and the triumph of the present, thus 
contributing to the creation of myths and collective identities.70 In analysing 
such processes, most commentators draw attention to aspects of “national 
identity” and to nineteenth-century nationalism as a political ideology. 
Works on the emergence of the modern museum usually focus on the shift 
from the princely galleries and collections of curiosities to the creation of 
national museums.71 However, the fashioning of national identities often 
went in parallel with the crafting of local or regional entities, or attempts 
to defi ne national through regional and local identities. Museums, acad-
emies or universities became a focus of competition between provincial cit-
ies.72 Carducci, during the 1880s, even feared that the interest in regional 
and local history would undermine the national sense of belonging:

Alas, today there is hardly a town of any size which does not want to 
have its History Society and its own publications, which on the one 
hand shows the inexhaustible riches of our fatherland and the new 
generation’s loving care for its past, but on the other it also presents 
fear lest our ancient vice of particularism comes creeping back and 
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lest each pursues his own interests with a narrow mind and heart: “tre 
fratelli, tre castelli.”73

In its efforts to craft a new municipal identity Bologna did not have to com-
pete with an established capital. Turin was no longer the kingdom’s capital 
and resentment against Piedmontese domination during and after the process 
of Unifi cation made any such comparisons otiose. Florence was briefl y the 
provisional capital but no more than that. Rome, from an institutional point 
of view, had a long way to go until it could fulfi l the role of Italy’s cultural cap-
ital. This put Bologna and other so-called “second cities” in a strong position. 
Bologna had to defi ne its position not in relation to the capital but in relation 
to the nation as a whole and to a large number of cities, which competed with 
each other—historically, academically, culturally and institutionally.

THE RELATIVE AUTONOMY OF CULTURE

Camillo Casarini was the fi rst mayor who fully understood the symbolic role 
of Bologna’s cultural institutions in the search for the city’s new civic profi le 
after Unifi cation. The Moderates’ lack of a vision for Bologna, their reluc-
tance, during the fi rst years after the liberation, to develop Bologna’s cultural 
infrastructure was for him a sign of “impotenza cerebrale,” of aristocratic 
pettiness and the incapacity to appreciate the idealistic energies of the city’s 
rising middle class.74 The city’s as well as Italy’s public image abroad played 
an important role in his new cultural policy, an image of art and scholarship.75 
The historical patrimony was recognised as an important economic factor and 
towards the end of the century even Moderate mayors like Alberto Dallolio 
accepted these priorities.76 The original initiative for this approach came from 
the middle class, the oppositional Democrats and Bologna’s intellectuals.

What were the mechanisms by which members of the middle class occu-
pied this position? Increasingly, the town council delegated cultural decisions 
to specialised committees of experts, concentrating its activity on fi nancial 
issues and the municipal budget. During the fi rst years of the Moderate admin-
istration restoration projects in the historical centre were to a large extent 
based on the initiatives of private citizens, those who owned large properties 
in the city, without comprehensive policies of urban planning coming into 
play. This administrative vacuum during the 1860s led to the destruction of 
substantial areas of the inner city, while the provision of public services and 
infrastructures was delayed.77 Once the administration became aware of this 
problem, Enrico Panzacchi urged the council not to rely on common sense 
and good intentions regarding the city’s future. As director of the Pinacoteca 
and a widely respected journalist, Panzacchi was an authorative voice when 
he intervened on these issues in council debates. He convinced the council to 
delegate important decisions to committees of experts, because, as he argued, 
“the local government or the offi ce of civil engineering cannot fulfi l this 
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role.”78 Professional expertise was meant to balance the relationship between 
private and public interests, and to build barriers against decisions based 
exclusively on the economic and bureaucratic rationale of the administration. 
The works at the municipal cemetery, the demolition of the city gates or the 
project for the façade of San Domenico went beyond what individual council-
lors were able to evaluate. The delegation of decisions to professional experts 
was largely accepted, even if their recommendations were often thought to be 
“exaggerated” or even “pedantic,” for example, when they made parts of the 
inner city inaccessible for traffi c.79

As a consequence, the council debates on cultural policy and urban plan-
ning decreased in number, despite the fact that the council met more fre-
quently and that individual sessions took more time. This trend started under 
the Democratic administration of Casarini. (Between Boxing Day and New 
Year’s Eve of 1868 the council met every single day, closing its last session on 
the last day of the year at 11:00 p.m.) Rather than being concerned with aes-
thetic decisions and the city’s cultural representation, the council spent most 
of its time debating the fi nancial complexities of public services, the increas-
ingly complicated annual budget and a greatly growing bureaucracy. Mean-
while, offi cial control over urban space increased. In 1895 the government 
changed the code of public works, allowing local government to intervene 
against any private building project affecting artistic or historical monu-
ments.80 In addition to a national list, the municipalities produced their own 
lists of monuments which they wished to protect—according to councillor 
Ambrosini, “a weighty offence against the right of property.”81 The increase 
in administrative responsibilities led to a development in which more and 
more decisions were ratifi ed by the council without debate. Between July 
and November 1912 about eighty proposals were passed in this manner. 
The reserve fund was used in a similar way, covering for municipal projects 
without prior discussion in council.82

The role of experts and intellectuals in determining the city’s self-
 representation met resistance among other interest groups. A good example 
of that is the Exhibition of 1888, coinciding with the eight hundredth anni-
versary of the university.83 Unlike comparable exhibition projects elsewhere in 
Italy, the event focussed on Bologna as a leading cultural centre of the nation. 
At the centre of the project was the International Music Exhibition, with a 
fi rst-class programme of concerts and operas, coordinated by the composer 
Arrigo Boito and including the Italian premiere of Tristan. Although the exhi-
bition also included an agricultural and an industrial show, the emphasis on 
music, academia and culture was criticized by the city’s economic elite and by 
those Moderate councillors who opposed the narrow focus on culture in the 
city’s public image. When subsequently the exhibition made a major fi nancial 
loss, they were able to present strong arguments against the cultural elites:

I am sorry to say, but the defi cit is the consequence of bad administra-
tion: the people at the head of the initiative were probably not suffi ciently 
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competent in drawing up contracts, organising deliveries etc. Without 
thinking, they assumed a responsibility which went beyond their abilities; 
and they failed.84

A few years earlier, the Milan exhibition of 1881 had generated the same 
confl icts, in this case opposing municipal committees against the Chamber 
of Commerce. While Bologna empowered its cultural elite to shape its exhi-
bition, the event in Milan became a celebration of Lombard entrepreneur-
ship, leaving the expectations of the cultural elite unfulfi lled.85

Devolution from the level of politics to experts resulted in an increas-
ing autonomy of public culture.86 In their public role as experts men like 
Carducci, Panzacchi and Boito negotiated and moderated the relationship 
between politics, artists and the public, asserting the role of the middle 
class in the public domain. Narrating the past, the fostering of a histori-
cally informed civic identity, was at the core of this project. The following 
chapters provide telling examples of this process.



5 Medieval Revival

COMMUNAL FREEDOM AND PAPAL ENSLAVEMENT

For Thomas Mann the Germans’ widespread “affi nity with the Middle Ages” 
was a sign of reactionary mentality. However, considering options for a future 
Germany after the collapse of the Kaiserreich, Mann hoped that their nostal-
gia could be complemented by a new emphasis on the humanist values which 
the later Middle Ages also represented.1 What this shows is that historicising 
references are based on complex connotations of meaning, which change over 
time and according to historical context. Since the late nineteenth century 
Germany attempted to amalgamate gothic with classical elements in creat-
ing places of worship for the nation.2 Wagner’s medieval opera Parsifal used 
modernist techniques, but was accomplished “in service of a social-cultural 
message” that was in its specifi c German context of reception anti-modern 
and regressive.3 Raymond Williams has demonstrated how nineteenth-cen-
tury Britain praised the social institutions of the Middle Ages as “a welcome 
alternative to the claims of individualism,” a model of communal organi-
sation, contrasting with the negative economic and social consequences of 
contemporary capitalism and industrialisation.4 The circumstances of Italy’s 
widespread interest in the Middle Ages were motivated by a different and at 
times explicitly modern agenda, even if its artistic expression assumed forms 
that were similar to the medieval revival in Britain and Germany. Part of what 
Lyttelton called the “Janus-faced nature of liberal romanticism, looking back 
to the Middle Ages and forward to the age of steam,” Italy assumed the idea 
of the Middle Ages as an early modernity.5 Along with Italian Humanism, 
a major point of reference in this enterprise was the year 1183, when in the 
Treaty of Constance Frederick Barbarossa granted the North-Italian cities 
self-government. The positive image of the Middle Ages contained two politi-
cal references: The Middle Ages preceded the centuries of foreign intervention 
and political decline, which came to an end only with Unifi cation. They also 
served to assert a tradition of self-government, protecting Italy’s cento città 
from excessive centralisation and state intervention. In the specifi c case of 
Bologna references to the Communal Age, the period before the consolidation 
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of Papal rule in the Lands of St. Peter, helped people to come to terms with the 
“patricide” of 1859, which marked the end of the Papal regime.

Refl ected in the works of Francesco De Sanctis and Giosuè Carducci, 
Dante played a particular role in Italy’s medieval revival. He had been 
the fi rst to use the Italian volgare for complex academic and poetic trea-
tises, thus laying the foundations for a cultural-linguistic understanding 
of the Italian nation. Through his emphasis on Italy’s cultural unity Dante 
appealed thematically to nineteenth-century commentators, but also aes-
thetically, through a new style of representing historical realities based on 
“the dramatization of civic and political ideas.” Petrarch was the other 
medieval poet who inspired the Risorgimento’s imagination. However, as 
Andrea Ciccarelli has demonstrated, Petrarch symbolised a very different 
view of the Middle Ages. For Petrarch,

memory (with its attachment to the past) represents the only faculty 
that can remove humanity from an ever-changing, uncontrollable real-
ity. . . . Dante’s cultural lesson . . . implies precisely the opposite point 
of view. The metamorphic nature of reality is not avoided but rather 
pursued. . . . The instability of experience includes the possibility of 
change from a negative to a positive mode of existence.6

It is this close relationship between the reference to the past and the 
dramatization of the present, not a conservative nostalgia of despair, which 
animated Bologna’s medieval revival.

Since the 1860s the Communal Age became a major pedagogical 
instrument in the construction of civic identity. Numerous local history 
societies concentrated their activities on the medieval and early modern 
period, and on the history of the communes in particular.7 In 1867 the 
national curriculum for secondary education prescribed seven and a half 
hours of medieval history weekly, twice as much as the time dedicated 
to the ancient and modern periods, justifi ed by the fact that during this 
period “the modern Italian people was formed” and that history ceased 
to be “the history of a country but that of the nation.”8 The main read-
ing room of Bologna’s State archives collected the materials of the period 
“detto del Comune o della Repubblica, dal 1062 al 1512.” The redis-
covery of the Middle Ages was marked by a political climate in which 
the Church and the period of Papal government had become the anti-
pode of the new nation-state. This context made the medieval revival in 
Italy rather different from the British experience. The medieval revival in 
Italy, as the Gothic style in Britain, was perceived as a national style and 
linked to a positive national identity. However, while in Italy the medi-
eval revival was nurtured by anti-Papal and anti-clerical ideas, in Britain 
Gothic art and architecture were often understood as a positive reference 
to the Church, as an expression of “true faith,” based on its “emotional 
appeal.”9 Romantically yearning for the splendour and mystery of the 
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medieval Church, the convert Pugin and the pre-Raphaelite brotherhood 
made explicit references to Catholicism, to the point of challenging the 
protestant character of Britain’s national identity.10

Alberto Banti has shown how historical fi ction of the Risorgimento 
period assimilated unconnected historical events—the twelfth-century 
wars between Guelphs and Ghibbellines, the Sicilian Vespers of the thir-
teenth century, and the fi ghts of the Florentine Republic in the sixteenth 
century—and invested them with “patriotic” meaning.11 As autonomous 
segments of history these events anticipated the redemption of the nation, 
but they were not yet understood as part of a progressive-teleological 
development such as we fi nd in modern, historicist narratives. The Risor-
gimental literature which Banti analyses—texts by Manzoni, Mazzini 
and Mameli, or Verdi’s libretti—presented history not as an evolution-
ary process in which the nation progressively comes into being, but as 
a series of isolated moments, which for themselves anticipated the same 
promised and predestined event. The idea behind this schema is that the 
nation existed through a link of blood, but that its unfolding was hin-
dered by adverse events. The protagonists of these “stories” of oppression 
and internal divisions were aware that the promise of a unifi ed nation 
would one day be fulfi lled.

In a similar fashion also Bologna’s nineteenth-century preoccupation 
with the Middle Ages referred to a key event in the formation of Europe’s 
political map, which became the starting point of a chain of “adverse 
events” hindering the unfolding of the nation for centuries. In 754 the 
Frankish king Pippin promised the pope to restore the lands of the 
Romans, referring to the forged Constitutum Constantini imperatoris by 
which Constantine the Great had supposedly granted the pope power over 
Rome and the Western Empire.12 In return Pippin was solemnly anointed 
by Pope Stephen II as “king and patrician of the Romans.” For centuries 
the signifi cance of this donation remained contested between the pope, 
the Frankish-German Roman emperors, Byzantium, the cities of North-
ern Italy, and the countless local rulers of the Italian peninsula. In the 
Romagna, the Visconti from Milan, later the Borgia and the Venetians, 
as well as the Pepoli and the Bentivoglio from Bologna competed for 
infl uence and dominion, commonly conducting independent foreign poli-
cies.13 As a consequence, Papal authority—like imperial government—in 
the region “was a fi ction.”14 In the twelfth century Pope Innocent III had 
attempted to give the Papal territories a modern organisation, but at least 
in Bologna he was not successful in imposing his rule. In 1278 Rudolf of 
Habsburg ceded his imperial rights in the Romagna to the pope, leading 
to further friction among Bologna’s elites. In particular, the period of the 
signorie was marked by civil war, famine and deprivation.15 For Bolo-
gna, the confl ict between the different powers was only resolved when in 
1507 Pope Julius II defeated the signoria of Giovanni II Bentivoglio and 
his wife Ginevra Sforza. A former archbishop of Bologna, his defeat of 
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the Bentivoglio gave Julius the reputation of a “warrior,” a role hitherto 
unheard of for a pope.16

Rather as with the humanists’ attack on “Papal tyranny,” in the percep-
tion of Bologna’s nineteenth-century discourse Julius’ conquest marked 
the beginning of the city’s “Papal enslavement,” which was ended only 
three and a half centuries later with the liberation of 1858 and the annexa-
tion of the Legations by the kingdom of Piedmont.17 Only once before, 
during the Napoleonic period, had Bologna obtained the reconfi rmation 
of its ancient republican rights, from before the Papal rule.18 In nineteenth-
century historical and political discourse the pope’s temporal dominion 
was more than an obstacle to the unifi cation of Italy. In the words of 
councillor Regnoli, the Papal regime had been a “feudal anachronism 
. . . , absolutely incompatible with the principles of modern public law 
and with the present state of society.”19 Contrasting with these “three cen-
turies of servitude,” Carducci hailed the Communal Age for its republican 
freedom, an idea which refl ected de Sismondi’s infl uential account of the 
communes as a catalyst in the revival of European civilisation and which 
provided the narrative for many of Francesco Hayez’ and Palagio Pala-
gi’s historical paintings during the Risorgimento.20 Commentators such 
as Corrado Ricci, Gozzadini and Carducci perceived the Papal dominion 
since Julius II as “enslavement,” but shared Mazzini’s positive evaluation 
of the Papacy’s earlier role.21 The Catholic architect Alfonso Rubbiani 
described the fourteenth century, in a talk to the Association of Marble 
Workers, “as the period of greatest triumph for the working people,” 
when “even the most brilliant knights had to be members of a corporation 
to obtain a vote and a voice in the public councils.”22 The use of the couple 
“tyranny and liberation” in political rhetoric was not an invention of the 
contemporary age. In 1506 Julius II had issued a coin for a Papal proces-
sion, carrying the inscription “Bologna freed by Julius from the tyrant.”23 
However, even a man of cautious temperament like the Moderate prime 
minister Marco Minghetti described the period of Papal dominion that 
followed Julius’ conquest of the city with the words “servitù, miseria, 
decadenza.”24 He presented the entire period as a history of continuous 
resistance and upheavals, culminating in the liberation of 1858.25 On the 
same grounds, the Republican philosopher of history Quirico Filopanti 
integrated the Papal regime into a general theory of theocratic dominion. 
While the protestant nations progressed, a rich region like Latin-America, 
due to the impact of Catholic priests on education and sciences, fell back 
in its societal development.26 These views reached a wide audience after 
Unifi cation, from the readers of the Moderate press to the members of the 
local Labour organisations.

Bologna’s nostalgia for the medieval communes differed from Cesare 
Balbo’s view that communal freedom “was never complete” and represented 
an idea more than reality.27 Representing the Sabaudian nobility and the 
Piedmontese Moderates, the author of the famous Speranze d’Italia feared 
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that the historical mystifi cation of the Communal Age after Unifi cation 
would undermine the Piedmontese project of a centralized nation-state and 
encourage requests for municipal autonomy. Similarly, the prefects after 
Unifi cation feared the recurrent references to the medieval communes. As 
the prefect of Turin wrote in 1868:

Liberty is everywhere the cry, municipal autonomy, decentralisation, 
abstention of the government from comunal and provincial affairs. . . . 
In the municipalities many dream of the city republics of the Middle 
Ages, in ignorance of their history, their institutions, their character. 
The liberties once granted to the communes were the main cause of the 
evils, which are now so lamented.28

Hence, Piedmont and the fathers of the centralised nation-state pre-
sented a different account of medieval communal freedom than the advo-
cates of Bologna’s medieval revival, who hoped for increased municipal 
autonomy. Thus, the parliament, still dominated by Cavour’s Piedmon-
tese Moderates, rejected in 1861 Minghetti’s bill on decentralization as 
“nurturing a cult of the past” and as “a threat to the political unity of 
the country.”29

ARCHITECTURE FOR THE PEOPLE’S SOUL

Urban planning after Unifi cation and the projects for the preservation 
of Bologna’s city centre refl ected the attempts to revive the municipal-
ity’s historical identity. In this Bologna’s urban development differed 
from cities like Turin, Milan and to some extent even Venice, which all 
sought for a “national style” in architecture.30 The local Deputazione di 
Storia Patria played a major role in Bologna’s urban development. Car-
ducci defi ned architecture as “the walled history of a people’s gestures, 
thoughts, and destiny,” refl ecting the idea that the urban environment 
represented for its citizens a link between the past and the present.31 
Refl ecting the specifi c political meanings of Bologna’s medieval revival, 
it became the Deputazione’s offi cial policy to clean any medieval build-
ing in Bologna from later architectural interventions, even if this meant 
destroying works of major importance from the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries. In the words of Gozzadini, Bologna had “to demolish 
any modern superposition on and extension of” its medieval architec-
ture.32 The return to the city’s medieval origins also helped to rationalise 
and to modernise space—an example of “vernacular modernism,” recog-
nising “spatiality,” along with temporality, “as a defi ning dimension of 
the modern.”33 On the occasion of the Great Exhibition of 1888 and the 
eight-hundred-year-celebration of the university Carducci provided the 
historical and aesthetic justifi cation for this policy:
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The projects of the priests and the Spanish during the seventeenth cen-
tury, as well as the arcades built in the eighteenth century destroyed 
Bologna, mortifi ed her with bruises and covered her face with masks 
and paint. Today, under the light of freedom, the bruises disappear 
one after another, the masks fall, ceruse is taken off. Bologna’s beauty 
shines happily in the sun.34

In council meetings he argued that “streets, historical squares and mon-
umental buildings have to be cleaned off the crusts of an uncivil trans-
formation. . . . The clear lines, the forms, the joy and the pure beauty in 
which they appeared during the times of the free Commune will fi nally 
resurge.”35 These lines of Bologna’s medieval architecture were to antici-
pate the modern industrial age.

This concept of preservation justifi ed radical interventions against the 
architectural relicts of the Papal period. The sixteenth-century Palazzo 
Casali was sacrifi ced to build the modern Via Farini. Numerous build-
ings, including several churches and the eighteenth-century Palazzo Tazzi 
Biancani, had to disappear for similar reasons.36 In Bologna the aversion 
against the architecture of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also 
affected “the monstrosity” of decorating modern façades in the style of 
these periods. The preferred style became the clear lines of the medieval 
period.37 Bologna does not represent a unique case in this form of radi-
cal intervention against historical architecture after Unifi cation. Milan’s 
demolition of the Sforza Palace and the debates on San Giovanni in Conca 
present similar examples.38

The Democratic councillor Ceneri proposed in 1867 replacing Bologna’s 
seventeenth-century monument for San Domenico with a statue of liberty 
for the heroes of the Risorgimento.39 The square in front of the abbey, 
where the Saint had died in 1221, had just recently been named after Gali-
leo, producing “an untenable dissonance between a simulacrum to venerate 
the founder of the Inquisition and a square devoted to one of the greatest 
heroes of democracy.” Filopanti went beyond this proposal, suggesting that 
the monument for San Domenico should remain in order to remind people 
of “the precursor of persecution and of slaughter for religious fanaticism.” 
To educate future generations, then, a much bigger monument should be 
erected next to the column, “paying tribute to the great forerunners of the 
fatherland’s freedom and independence.” In his reply, the mayor warned 
that no other commune would take such drastic decisions. “Nothing is 
as unhealthy as the destruction of monuments caused by a change in time 
or government.” Referring to the ancient statues of Antonio and Marco 
Aurelio which had been replaced by those of San Pietro and San Paolo, the 
mayor sustained that “only the Popes have provided us with examples of 
similar, anachronistic barbarism which history now deplores.” Instead, he 
wished to “remember barbarous and terrible periods” in order to illustrate 
“the triumph of ideas and progress.”40 But Ceneri was not convinced:
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Personally, I wait for the day when from this church, instead of the 
murmuring monotony of the monks, the joyous and merry singing of 
workers will be heard; when instead of incense we will smell the smoke 
of workshops; and when the times of superstition have given way to 
labour and industry.

Similar debates were common in Italy after Unifi cation. In the Tuscan town 
Lucca several of the columns on the façade of S. Michele in Foro were deco-
rated with busts of Garibaldi, Napoleon III, Pius IX, Vittorio Emanuele II 
and Cavour, placed there alongside saints and representations of wild ani-
mals dating back to the twelfth century. 41 Bologna’s town hall was deco-
rated with two plaques, one commemorating the coronation of Charles V 
and the other recording the fi rst visit of Vittorio Emanuele II. After the res-
toration of the palace councillor Ceri suggested relocating the two plaques 
next to one another, “one remembering an oppressor of Italian freedom, 
the other a man who restored the fatherland and freedom.”42 Reminders 
of past oppression became negative “lieux de mémoire” and pedagogical 
tools in the civic mission of promoting the idea of freedom.

Bologna’s architectural revival was partly inspired by the ideas of Vio-
llet-le-Duc, the great French theorist of historical preservation and director 
of the Notre-Dame restorations in Paris. He was the preferred architect of 
the Impératrice and Charles Garnier’s greatest competitor in building the 
French imperial capital. Going beyond the preservation of the historical 
substance, Viollet-le-Duc wanted to embellish the buildings by means of 
historicising imagination.43 However, contrary to Bologna’s “iconoclasts” 
who wished to destroy anything that was added to the original medieval 
architecture during later periods, Viollet-le-Duc maintained that “each part 
that has been added, during whatever period, must in principle be main-
tained, consolidated and restored in its own style.”44 Alfonso Rubbiani, the 
most important architect of Bologna’s medieval revival, appropriated Vio-
llet-le-Duc in his own way, appreciating the Frenchman’s way of reading the 
past and reconstructing it where it had been destroyed, but without sharing 
his positive evaluation of successive interventions in a building’s original 
design. Rubbiani’s understanding of the medieval revival also contrasted 
with the political-historical concepts of the majority of Bologna’s Liberals. 
As with the Catholic advocates of the Gothic style in Britain, Rubbiani’s 
medieval revival included a spiritual dimension which was based on hopes 
of reconciling Catholicism with the idea of an Italian nation-state.

Rubbiani exemplifi es the development of those Italians who struggled 
with the antithesis of legitimist convictions and a sense for Realpolitik. 
His intransigent newspaper L’Ancora was later absorbed by the Catholic 
paper La Pace, representing the Catholic opposition which realised that 
they had to integrate themselves into the political system if they wanted 
to infl uence the nation’s rapidly changing political life and the transfor-
mation of society under the governments of the Left. Rubbiani started 
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describing himself as “cattolico liberaleggiante.”48 At about the same time 
the Bolognesi Giovanni and Carlo Acquaderni, Achille Sassòli Tomba 
and Luigi Fabbri, among others, turned to the transigent camp of the 
Catholics and started defi ning themselves as “national conservatives.”49 
Rubbiani’s political life between the fronts of Liberalism and intransi-
gent Catholicism eventually led him to break with political Catholicism 
altogether. His political conversion explains why he became one of Bolo-
gna’s most infl uential architects and intellectuals, even if the moderate 
Associazione costituzionale still refused to present him as a candidate 
for the local elections. For the same reason also his membership in the 
Accademia di Belle Arti was opposed by former Risorgimento activists.50 
Nevertheless, he frequently attended council debates and from 1895 he 
regularly wrote for Bologna’s leading newspaper Il Resto del Carlino.51 
Declaring himself in favour of a conservative national party, Catholic and 

Box 5.1 Alfonso Rubbiani

Born in 1848, the year of revolutions, and educated by the Jesuits in Reggio 
Emilia, Alfonso Rubbiani was brought up to see the overthrow of the Papal 
regime as a patricide. In his view these events provoked a trauma from which 
the Italian people had to be cured through the careful reconstruction of its 
historical consciousness. People should recognise themselves as Italians, but 
also as Catholics and citizens of the former Papal State. Thus, he approached 
the city’s medieval revival from a perspective that was diametrically opposed 
to the ideological foundations of the liberal and anti-clerical proponents of a 
medieval revival. Rubbiani directed Bologna’s “intransigentissimo” newspa-
per L’Ancora, which opposed the liberal nation-state on Catholic grounds. 
For many years he was secretary general of the Società della Gioventù cat-
tolica italiana and a representative of the Opera dei Congressi Cattolici, both 
openly legitimist. In 1870 he interrupted his studies to fi ght on the side of the 
Papal troops in Rome. 

Considering this ideological background it might seem surprising that 
Rubbiani, some years later, became one of Bologna’s most infl uential archi-
tects during the liberal period, active in the city’s public and political life, 
secretary of the Accademia Filarmonica, a member of the Deputazione di 
Storia Patria, later its treasurer, author of a textbook for primary schools and 
other widely read works.  In 1901, together with Count Francesco Cavazza 
and the former mayor Gaetano Tacconi, he was one of the founders of the 
Comitato per Bologna storica ed artistica, which promoted preservation 
projects and took initiatives for the listing of historical buildings.  Linked 
to this circle, Rubbiani also became the leading fi gure behind the Arts and 
Crafts movement Aemilia Ars.
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Italian,52 on certain issues he was also close to the city’s Democrats. He 
shared the Left’s view of an active cultural policy and believed in the idea 
of forming a sense of citizenship through a strengthening of a historically 
informed municipal identity. Despite his nostalgia for the Papal regime, 
he shared Carducci’s love for Bologna’s period of communal government 
and frequently pointed to the later rivalry between the Roman Curia 
and Bologna. Sympathising with the concern for municipal autonomy, 
he maintained that “the real patria is the commune.”53 As Aldo Berselli 
explained in his study of Rubbiani’s political past, it was here that “free-
dom and religion went hand in hand.” For him the Middle Ages were “the 
era of Italy’s great civil, cultural and religious renaissance.”54 This was 
the point at which Rubbiani was able to meet Carducci, the anti-clerical, 
but not atheist poet. Not religion, but the Church divided the two most 
prominent protagonists of Bologna’s medieval revival.

The idea of the commune as patria was the guiding principle behind 
Rubbiani’s restoration of the town hall, the people’s palace. It had to offer 
something “to the people’s soul,” bringing together

the squandered hearts of the dissolving citizenry, to inspire a new sense 
of collectivity. To reach these ideals . . . one has to use the arts, the 
glamour of the historical style, transforming the city’s palace into a 
display of good citizenship, a symbol of union and continuity between 
past, present and future.55

Rubbiani’s aesthetic message was not one of pure academic-historical 
accuracy in reconstruction, but one of civic education. At the same time, 
medieval and neo-medieval architecture had for Rubbiani a religious 
signifi cance, evoking and restoring lost faith, which according to Rub-
biani had once determined the lives of medieval men. “A few remains 
of medieval form are suffi cient to provoke a hundred ideas.”56 For Rub-
biani religious faith had a spatial and political notion; and the com-
mune provided the institutional framework in which faith was practised. 
He also linked his preference for the medieval style in architecture to 
the idea of the medieval professional corporations, which Francesco de 
Sanctis described as an “organic” model for the organisation of social 
relations in contemporary society. Rubbiani’s Gilda di San Francesco, a 
confraternity of craftsmen, explicitly referred to this model. Restoring 
the medieval environment meant to provide the conditions for a spiritual 
experience, a way of dealing with modernity.57 Thus, Rubbiani formed 
a strategic-symbolic alliance with the anti-clerical forces for whom the 
Middle Ages predated the period of “Papal enslavement.” Concern-
ing the preservation of the medieval city, they formed a compromise, 
based on the shared appreciation of Bologna’s medieval architecture 
and similar civic aims, despite a different understanding of the underly-
ing aesthetic concepts of the medieval form: Like Rubbiani, Carducci 
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had a poetic understanding of the medieval urban environment and was 
conscious of the aesthetic message the city was able to send out, but 
his reading of Bologna’s medieval architecture emphasised the political 
freedom he associated with the Communal Age.58 Carducci was unin-
terested in the religious attributes Rubbiani associated with Bologna’s 
medieval remains, but understood the medieval city as a reference to the 
Communal Age and its political institutions, encouraging the people to 
experience their city as free citizens. Based on this contrast in the aes-
thetic appreciation of its architecture, nineteenth-century Bologna was 
restored as a medieval city.

Rubbiani’s medieval Bologna, like Carducci’s, was to a large extent an 
invented one. Already the new Porta Saragozza of 1859 was a work of 
historical fi ction, designed by the engineer Brunetti-Rodati.59 Speaking 
about his own work at San Francesco, Rubbiani revealed that he recon-
structed the church as it “has been thought by its original architects.”60 
For Rubbiani this meant to engage in a hermeneutic process during which 
he thinks and works with the mind of a medieval artist. “Phantasising 
about the remains of a single capital, he reconstructs an entire cathe-
dral,” a satirical journal commented on his work at the time.61 Corrado 
Ricci spoke in this context about men who “from talking to the past 
learn things and get intuitions about form, which they take to be real 
(and often they are real), but for which one never will fi nd a document 
. . . .”62 However, in his pamphlet Di Bologna riabbellita, published as 
a spiritual testament in 1913, Rubbiani insisted that his approach was 
a scientifi c one, “comparable to history, which through the restoration 
of ancient facts and memories is also an art, but based on rational and 
scientifi c method.”63 Rubbiani’s intuitive style has been described with 
horror by conservative philological preservationists and his tendency to 
entirely eliminate later transformations of historical architecture was 
opposed also by many contemporaries.64 The lawyer Giuseppe Bacchelli, 
a Liberal member of parliament, voiced his concern about his project for 
Bologna’s Palazzo del Podestà:

Your historical and artistic concept is to restore the palazzo as it 
looked in 1500. “Let’s eliminate what has been added in the sev-
enteenth century.” I doubt that this plan is based on good histori-
cal reasoning. The palazzo is not a building of 1500. Each century, 
every period of Bologna’s history, has brought new buildings and 
has modifi ed those which already existed. . . . Why therefore stop 
in 1500 and eliminate anything added in the seventeenth century? 
. . . Moreover, one cannot even say that you rebuild the palazzo as 
it looked in 1500, because you will have to build the northern part 
yourself . . . ; and also the open stairway will be your work. . . . Why 
therefore do we not respect the seventeenth century, which one day 
came to life in its own right?65
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In particular, Bacchelli was concerned about Giambologna’s Neptune, the 
city’s famous fountain next to the Palazzo del Podestà, a monument of 
the second half of the sixteenth century, which would contrast too radi-
cally with a purely medieval façade as imagined by Rubbiani. Bacchelli 
described certain of Rubbiani’s restoration projects as “massacres” in the 
urban landscape and its architect as more dangerous than the iconoclasts of 
previous centuries.66 Usually, Rubbiani reconstructed Bologna’s medieval 
architecture with features known from similar buildings elsewhere in Italy, 
without any proof that these elements had ever been used in Bologna. For 
the Palazzo del Re Enzo he added battlements to external walls. With a 
similar poetic imagination Carducci described Bologna’s battlements,67 but 
the local councillor and architect Giuseppe Ceri maintained that they were 
only “appropriate for cats to make love on the roofs, but not to assist sol-
diers in a battle.” With reference to Rubbiani’s role in the Arts and Crafts 
movement Aemilia Ars, Ceri suggested that he “should concentrate his 
time on designing lace underwear for elegant women rather than on great 
works of art.”68 The gendering of beauty and Aemilia Ars provided the 
argument to reject the movement as a whole. According to Bacchelli and 
the councillor Rivari, the aim of Rubbiani’s Gilda di San Francesco was to 
render Bologna’s monuments more beautiful than they are, “to complete 
and transform them!”

The rigour of history and science is replaced by intuition. Objective 
examination is replaced by fantasy. One proceeds through guess, anal-
ogies, comparisons. The architect becomes an aestheticist and a recon-
structivist. Historical precision is replaced with an arbitrary vision of 
romantic and scenic beauty!69

Often recovering only fragments of original medieval features under lay-
ers of paint and plaster of subsequent centuries, Rubbiani appropriated 
these through a process of reinterpretation in medieval style.70 Groups like 
his Gilda di San Francesco and Aemilia Ars developed a modern inter-
pretation of medieval features, based on a new chromatic spectrum and 
fl oral patterns applied to the decoration of walls, windows and doorways, 
which anticipated aesthetically Italy’s Novecento modernism. As a con-
sequence, Bologna’s Liberty was marked by the “recovery of pre-existing 
ancient forms of expression.”71 This approach allowed for an appropriation 
of the medieval urban landscape in a modern world and could be applied to 
entirely new edifi ces build in medieval style.

Despite the widespread critique of Rubbiani’s medievalism, it is 
important to note that he was Bologna’s most infl uential architect at 
the time, supported by a large alliance reaching from Republicans and 
Socialists to Liberals and Catholics. Medievalism had become a fashion 
which transcended ideological frontiers. He “constructed a mythic city 
stage on which the people of Bologna could reinvent themselves.”72 As 
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the council remembers, “the entire city was in tears of sincere sorrow” 
when he died in 1913 and it was the Socialist majority which proposed 
to dedicate a street to Rubbiani, even if the opposition considered it too 
small for the protagonist of Bologna’s medieval revival.73

COMMUNAL CHURCHES AND CIVIC PRIDE

Despite Rubbiani’s popularity, anti-Papal iconoclasm was widespread in 
Bologna during the second half of the nineteenth century. Like Rubbiani, 
the local councillor and director of the academy Enrico Panzacchi was 
involved in Bologna’s medieval preservation projects, but he came from 
the opposite end of the political spectrum, fi rmly representing Bologna’s 
anti-clerical liberalism. The parts of Bologna’s Palazzo Comunale origi-
nating from the centuries of Papal dominion were deemed by Panzacchi 
to be in open contrast to the city’s historical and aesthetic development, 
reason enough for them to be knocked down “in honour of truth.”74 
After the building had been restored according to its original medieval 
design, he complained that “there is a small spot which remains, which 
is the Madonna by Nicolò dall’Arca.” Although Panzacchi was right that 
the majority of Bologna’s sacred images in public spaces dated from the 

Figure 5.1 Palazzo del Podestà. (Reproduction by Kind Permission of the Collezi-
oni d’Arte e di Storia della Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio, Bologna.)
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period of the Papal regime, the terracotta in question was produced in 
the late fi fteenth century, under Giovanni II Bentivoglia’s signoria. For 
similar reasons the art historian wished to eliminate the conch of San 
Petronio on the Palazzo’s façade: “It shamelessly presents the pompous 
and discordant seventeenth century. Our town-hall will look revoltingly 
until it is taken away, presenting the entire front according to the rules of 
harmony and good taste.” Piazza Maggiore had to present itself “as one of 
Italy’s or even Europe’s most beautiful squares,” meaning that its original 
medieval design had to be reconstructed. Post-risorgimental Bologna had 
to be returned into a medieval city, eradicating three hundred and fi fty 
years of Papal rule.

Like Rubbiani, Panzacchi supported the city’s historicising embel-
lishment, the recreation of a medieval environment, even where original 
medieval architecture did not exist. San Petronio, Bologna’s municipal 
cathedral, played a central role in this project, a symbol of the city’s medi-
eval sense of libertas and its independence from Roman dominion. In size 
and magnifi cence San Petronio was more impressive than the city’s Epis-
copal Cathedral San Pietro. In its original design the church should have 
been 216 meters long, 36 meters longer than Saint Peter in Rome, with a 
dome 152 meters high, one and a half times the size of the city’s famous 
Asinelli tower. The church was never completed in these dimensions, but 
it was clearly more impressive than the Archbishop’s church, located in a 
narrow street, with only one free-standing façade. Piazza Maggiore, with 
San Petronio at its head, was certainly among the most spectacular squares 
of the entire peninsula.

As “examples of sacred horror,” Panzacchi wanted later modifi cations 
to the façade “to be removed,” but he also campaigned for its comple-
tion—against the views of the so-called “dogmatists,” who, like Carducci, 
understood the existing, fragmentary façade as a historical monument. 
According to Carducci, the cathedral’s restoration should not result in its 
re-invention.75 Since the fourteenth century Bologna had discussed projects 
to complete the façade of San Petronio. Some of the surviving sketches 
had been considered by the ecclesiastical and civic authorities, but were 
rejected for aesthetic or fi nancial reasons. Before 1848 the composer Gio-
acchino Rossini and a group of local noblemen initiated a subscription 
for the façade’s completion. Pius IX approved a contribution of 75.000 
Roman Scudi (375,000 Italian Lire at the time), but the Italian Kingdom, 
as the inheritor of the Papal State, later ignored the promise.76 In the 1880s 
Giuseppe Ceri became a major promoter of the idea. In 1887 he won a prize 
for a project to complete the façade in the Cinquecento style, corresponding 
to patterns of the existing façade. But the project was not taken further and 
Bologna’s diffi cult budget situation protected the city from a romanticising 
completion in the fashion of the Florentine Santa Maria del Fiore. However, 
the committee for the completion of San Petronio survived and was later 
led by Count Giuseppe Grabinski, representing the city’s most reactionary 
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and anti-liberal facet of legitimist Catholicism. He saw the completion not 
as a project of urban development, but as a public testimony to the strength 
of the Catholic faith and as a manifestation against the patricide of 1859. 
The Fascist regime revived the idea once more, resulting in further polem-
ics, but not in a project that could satisfy the various committees involved.

Panzacchi’s outrage against the architectural legacies of the Papal regime 
was infl uential, but the political majorities in the council stopped his icono-
clastic programme from being put into practice. As the liberal councillor 
Sacchetti remarked, “one epoch cannot pass judgement over others; the 
specifi c style which corresponds to our taste should not dominate every-
thing, otherwise we run the risk of eliminating historical features which 
are valuable and interesting in their own right.”77 Hence, not everybody 
involved in the city’s urban planning shared the medieval project. Simi-
lar to respective debates in Britain, proponents of the Classical style were 
ideologically strongly opposed to the medieval revival.78 Coriolano Monti, 
the fi rst head of the municipality’s planning unit after 1860, favoured the 
neo-Renaissance for the new Bologna, but his views were opposed by the 
local Academy of Fine Arts, which was infl uential in the city’s artistic deci-
sions.79 Giuseppe Ceri, who was greatly infl uenced by Monti, was inspired 
by Palladio’s Venetian style. His own hatred against Bologna’s medieval 
revival went so far that he wished Bologna’s ancient towers to disappear 
from the urban landscape.80 However, his ornamental style was considered 
a “return to the baroque, producing with the help of pretty details an effect 
which altogether is neither beautiful nor elegant.”81

It might seem surprising that after the Liberation from the Papal regime 
Bologna showed any concern at all for the Church’s architectural patri-
mony. However, many ecclesiastical buildings in Bologna were publicly 
owned, often by the municipality. Cathedral and church building during 
the Middle Ages “was fi rst of all a civic undertaking” and churches were 
“symbols of civic majesty and freedom . . . dedicated to the glory of God 
and the commune.”82 Even anti-clericals like Carducci and Panzacchi had 
no diffi culty associating themselves with this tradition. Local cults of 
saints were often civic creations rather than inventions of the ecclesiastical 
hierarchy. Instead of following the doctrines of the Church, the communes 
tended to devote themselves to their local saints, favouring civic cults of 
their patrons, “in many cases substituted for saints of older church tra-
dition.”83 Despite its anti-Papal rhetoric liberal Bologna appreciated this 
legacy. The basilica of Santo Stefano, a complex of several churches tradi-
tionally referred to as “Gerusalemme” or “Sette Chiese,” is among Bolo-
gna’s most spectacular ecclesiastical buildings, due to its ancient origins, 
its reliquaries and its symbolic references to the New Jerusalem, the idea 
of representing the commune as a city of God.84 A document by Emperor 
Charles the Fat from the year 887 refers to the basilica as “qui dicitur 
sancta Hierusalem,” a long time before the Crusades made similar sym-
bolic references fashionable.85 The number seven in the basilica’s popular 
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appellation “Sette Chiese” did not refer to a total of seven churches, but 
represented a mystical symbol, the idea of totality, used in the bible as a 
magical number of sacred powers.86 Based on a pagan temple, Santo Ste-
fano was the location of Bologna’s fi rst Christian cult. The square in front 
of the basilica was used as a central market from 1074, well before Piazza 
Maggiore became the commercial centre of the city. One of the basilica’s 
four surviving edifi ces, the church of the Santo Sepolcro, was supposedly 
built with materials from the Holy Land and sustained by twelve columns 
from a Roman temple for the Egyptian goddess Isis. The church contained 
the reliquaries of Vitale and Agricola, the fi rst known martyrs of Bologna, 
and of San Petronio, the city’s patron, to whom the municipal cathedral 
was dedicated. Also, according to a local myth the body of Saint Peter 
was buried in one of the churches, a belief taken seriously enough to cause 
Pope Alexander VI to pronounce an edict which excommunicated any-
body holding this view.87 Hence, more than anything Santo Stefano was a 
place of communal worship, a tradition to which the Liberals also wanted 
to relate. Until the fi fteenth century the bishop, together with the cleri-
cal and the civil authorities of Bologna, visited San Petronio’s grave once 
a year to demonstrate that their spiritual and civic power over the city 
derived from the patron. Later it became customary that on the day before 
the patron’s celebration the shrine with the Saint’s head was brought from 
Santo Stefano to San Petronio. Then the relic had to be returned, in a sol-
emn popular procession, to the monks of Santo Stefano. Each year nota-
ries of the two institutions set up a new legal document for the transfer.88 
Only in the eighteenth century did the monks of Santo Stefano pass the 
relic to the Bolognese Pope Benedict XIV, who transferred the shrine to 
the Cathedral on a permanent basis.

The history of Santo Stefano closely mirrors the complex historical rela-
tionship between the institutions of the Church and the commune. In 1867 
Count Gozzadini denounced the many transformations of the basilica dur-
ing the early modern period, comparing the interventions of Alexander VI 
and Julius II to the devastations caused by the Hungarian invasions of the 
year 902. Playing on the double meaning of the word “pieta” as a repre-
sentation of the mourning Virgin as well as a “wretched fi gure,” he called 
the eighteenth-century Madonna of Santo Sepolcro “a pieta also from an 
aesthetical point of view.”89 The church had lost many of its ancient traces, 
but it still offered an impressive spectrum of the city’s agitated history. The 
widespread public interest in the restoration of the basilica was also moti-
vated by speculations that excavations could reveal an original “primitive” 
basilica under the crypt of SS.Vitale e Agricola, establishing Bologna as one 
of the very fi rst centres of Christianity on the peninsula.90 It was the early 
history of the basilica and the period before the fourteenth century which 
interested Bologna during its medieval revival. The Deputazione di Storia 
Patria took the initiative for the temple’s restoration, applying in its own 
capacity for funding from the minister of education, the commune and the 
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province.91 For the commune the contribution to the project was part of 
its policy of civic regeneration under the administration of the Democrat 
Camillo Casarini, who, despite the explicitly anti-clerical tenor of his local 
administration, showed a greater interest in the issue than any of his Mod-
erate predecessors. The intervention was indeed radical.

Most of the altars, built over the centuries by Bologna’s best families 
in different parts of the basilica, had to disappear. The sixteenth-century 
portico on the back of SS. Vitale e Agricola and the Capella Banzi in the 
baptistery were suppressed. A portico in the Pilato Court and the terra-
cotta columns of the fi fteenth century around the sepulchre were removed. 
Hence, the works concerned to a large extent the interventions of the past 
three hundred and fi fty years, restoring as far as possible the basilica’s 
original medieval aspect. The square in front of the church was lowered 
to the original level of the Romanic period, resulting in a noticeable gradi-
ent between the buildings on one side of the square and the basilica on the 
other side, and offering an unusual and aesthetically fortunate perspective 
on the entire medieval complex. The works took until the 1920s to be com-
pleted, half a century after Carducci’s and Gozzadini’s fi rst sod.92

TOWERS, PORTICI AND ANCIENT WALLS

Since the Middle Ages Bologna has been called the “città portifi cata e tur-
rita,” referring to two unique characteristics of Bologna’s inner city archi-
tecture: its thirty-eight kilometres of arcaded streets; and its towers, of 
which the two most famous examples assumed over the centuries a mean-
ing as landmarks for the city comparable in their role to the famous torre 
pendente in Pisa.93 The Torre degli Asinelli, ninety-eight meters high, was 
built in 1109, the forty-seven-meter Torre della Garisenda a year later. The 
latter, leaning impressively to one side and mentioned in Dante’s Inferno, 
is recognisable in the earliest panoramic views of the city.94 Bologna’s tow-
ers represented the history of the city’s old families and of their histori-
cal continuity from the end of the Roman Empire to the Unifi cation of 
Italy. Many papers read at the Deputazione di Storia Patria dealt with 
the history of Bologna’s noble families of that period and Count Gozza-
dini narrated the history of Bologna’s one hundred and eighty-one towers 
as architectural monuments of the city’s civil wars and its internal divi-
sions.95 For Gabriele D’Annunzio, in 1917, the towers became a symbol 
for Italy’s “divine and ferocious war” against the Empire, an expression of 
the people’s love “for every Italian wall, for every stone, for every brick, 
for the most humble home.”96

A similar function was assumed by Bologna’s portici, its arcaded 
streets in the inner city. Most of the portici had been constructed during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but their origins were medieval 
and therefore seen as a characteristic feature of Bologna’s communal 
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government.97 The Roman origin of this unique feature of urban archi-
tecture was used to give legitimacy to Bologna’s claim as one of Italy’s 
most ancient cities.98 Nevertheless, in the context of Bologna’s medieval 
revival it seems not surprising that those portici constructed during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, under the Papal government, were 
described as less solid deviations from the original design. Bologna redis-
covered the portici as a “mediator” between the city’s public and private 
space, between public streets and private homes, allowing pedestrians to 
walk protected from rain, the sun, dirt, sewer drains or traffi c. Therefore, 
the portici were discussed as an original invention, perfectly adaptable to 
the requirements of an expanding modern city. In the past, foreign tour-
ists had sometimes remarked upon the dusky, dirty atmosphere of the 
shops under the portico, with a reputation of inviting crime and dubi-
ous trades of all kinds.99 After Unifi cation Bologna reversed this image. 
Architectural improvements and comfortable shopping facilities invited 
for comparison with the nineteenth-century arcades of Europe’s major 
metropolis. Hence, the portici acquired a special status in the city’s folk-
loristic representation, marketed as an original symbiosis of the ancient 
and the modern.

Figure 5.2 Portico della Morte. (Reproduction by Kind Permission of the 
Biblioteca dell’Archiginnasio, Bologna, Italy.) 
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The ancient city walls represent the third feature of medieval archi-
tecture that underwent a major re-evaluation after Unifi cation. As in 
many other Italian cities, their demolition was at the centre of political 
debates, in particular since the city’s development plan of 1889, aimed 
at reorganising urban space and preparing the city for the twentieth cen-
tury.100 While according to the plan the ancient walls had to disappear, 
most gates were preserved. Arguments in favour of the city’s modern-
ization were confronted with views which emphasised the walls’ sym-
bolic meaning, pointing to the sites of Bologna’s heroic battles during the 
city’s liberation from the Papal regime. Bologna was keen to have its own 
“Porta Pia,” a reference to the Roman city gate at which in 1870 General 
Raffaele Cadorna defeated the Papal troops and entered the Holy City 
to make it the capital of the Italian kingdom. Bologna’s respective site of 
memory was Porta di Galliera, the Northern city gate, used throughout 
the Risorgimento by Austrian troops, but also the site of their defeat in 
1848 and again in 1858. In 1886 the local administration presented two 
plans to link the railway station with the city centre through a new “inde-
pendence mall,” Via Indipendenza. One of the plans involved demolish-
ing the gate, while the other would result in a deviation of the new axis, 
maintaining the gate, but losing the direct connection between the city’s 
central square and Bologna’s station, the symbol of its modern devel-
opment. According to the mayor Dallolio, “ancient monuments deserve 
respect, but this sentiment should not develop into fetishism. Moreover, 
neither the [municipal] committee for the maintenance of monuments 
nor the [national] Council for public works considered Porta Galliera 
an artistic monument.”101 However, for patriotic reasons Carducci con-
sidered the monument worth maintaining, even if it was not a medieval 
fabric but a construction of the seventeenth century. While councillor 
Sandoni insisted on the people’s “patriotic sentiments” for Porta Gal-
liera, the mayor explained “that the administration does not need to 
take lessons in patriotism. Everybody cares for and loves the memories 
of our Risorgimento; everybody feels the religione della patria of which 
one probably speaks too much today.” The temporary liberation in 1848 
“took place at the Montagnola—where the annual commemorations are 
celebrated—not at Porta Galliera, from where the enemy escaped and 
later re-entered the city. Hence, there is no patriotic reason to maintain 
the gate.”102 Despite the mayor’s reservations the gate remained, and in 
1926 it was integrated into a monumental square commemorating the 
city’s liberation. 

Among those opposed to the demolition of the walls was also the Comi-
tato per Bologna Storica-Artistica of the Catholic Rubbiani. For him the 
walls were a “monument of most beautiful artistic and historical qual-
ity.” In 1905, at a time when their demolition was already far advanced, 
he even rebuilt parts of a previously destroyed wall dating back to the 
year 1000 and bearing witness to the city’s most ancient origins.103
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COMMUNAL MYTHS

Neo-Guelph narratives represented the consensus of much historical writ-
ing in Italy. Municipal traditions and the piccola patria never ceased to 
be important for Italy’s collective identities, despite the State’s centralising 
approach to Unifi cation after 1859. The emphasis on municipal autonomy 
in the neo-Guelph historiography stood for a feeling that with the decline 
of the communal liberties a central element of italianità had disappeared, 
an idea of the Italian nation which was based on the cities’ cultural identity 
rather than on an ethnic concept. It was the loss of this notion of italianità 
which the people around Carducci deplored.104

While the neo-Guelph historiography in Italy, during and after the 
Risorgimento, explored the historical theme of defeating “foreign,” 
imperial dominion, for Bologna the imagination of the Communal Age 
as an age of freedom was less focused on the idea of foreign domin-
ion, but served as a contrast to the subsequent centuries of Papal rule. 
Despite this emphasis, Carducci made it clear that the collective memory 
of “Papal enslavement” did not lead him to assume a neo-Ghibelline 
or pro-imperial position. In a series of university lectures on “national 
literature,” originally published in Nuova Antologia and reprinted in 
multiple editions, he explained:

We do not sympathise with the Emperor or outrage the Pope. Let us 
leave these debates to the Arcadian poetry of the Ghibellines, who 
hate Peter as a consequence of their love of Caesar. Instead, let us 
admire the Italian people, . . . the people, which one fi ne day went in 
between the two adversaries [Pope and Emperor], to pronounce: I am 
here as well!105

Early in the fourteenth century Petrarch had described Bologna as 
“defaced by war, slavery and famine, and recognisable only by its great 
churches and towers; singing had given way to sighing, and dancing 
troops of girls to bands of robbers and murderers.” Thus, he introduced 
the concept of the Dark Ages into the periodization of history.106 Car-
ducci, an excellent connoisseur of Petrarch’s work, made reference only 
to those sections of his work in which the poet “stigmatised the cardinals 
as rich, insolent, rapacious.”107 In Carducci’s version of the Communal 
Age the focus is always on the people’s victories and the “aura of free-
dom” which reigned in Bologna, praising the city as an idyll of academic 
scholarship: “Here, where the thoughtful commentator of the law was 
able to write without lifting his eyes from the desk, and where Bologna 
smiles, illuminated by the sun, with its red buildings in terracotta and its 
forest of new towers.”108

Minghetti saw Italy’s Communal Age in a similar way, “at the highest 
degree of prosperity and greatness,” contrasting this period with the time 
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after the surrender to the pope: “By the time of Charles V’s coronation 
all this had disappeared: decadence reigned everywhere—incontestably, 
universally and dreadfully.”109 His coronation by the pope became one of 
the darkest days in the city’s history, “expression of the idea of univer-
sal domination, material domination, spiritual domination. The church 
shook hands with the Empire . . . poor humanity.”110

Although modern research acknowledges the city’s stagnation under 
the Papal dominion, the Liberals presented a highly selective view of the 
period.111 Bologna became an independent commune only during the twelfth 
century—as Max Weber put it, a “revolutionary usurpation” against legit-
imate powers, later legalised by manipulated documents, which during 
the nineteenth century were used as historical evidence for the glorifi ca-
tion of communal freedom.112 Already from the early thirteenth century, 
long before Julius II, life in the city could hardly be described as a Golden 
Age. Gina Fasoli speaks about “the myth of the Commune.” Most of the 
communes in Emilia and Romagna “experienced republican moments and 
longer periods of tyranny.”113 Even Sismondi, who infl uenced most nine-
teenth-century reconstructions of the medieval past, acknowledged that 
“the political liberty of the Italian republics, like that of their classical 
ancestors, had its gravest shortcomings in the failure to protect the civil 
liberty of the individual.” Participation in political life or eligibility for 
public offi ce was based on income and property, leading Max Weber to 
describe the communes as a private club of wealthy citizens.114 The Repub-
lican regimes were soon replaced by signoria, what usually meant despotic 
rule, more onerous than the direct rule of the Church and depending on 
protection through third forces—Venice, Milan, Florence, or fractions 
of these powers.115 From the thirteenth century, life in the Italian city-
states was dominated by fi ghts between these factions, organised crime, 
fraud, tax evasion and the abuse of power by the holders of public offi ces. 
In Bologna, the fi ghts between Ghibellines and Guelphs cost the lives of 
thousands of citizens and the rule of the changing seigniorial families was 
usually corrupt and burdensome for its citizens. The famous cry of the 
mob during these battles—“carne! carne! [meat! meat!]”—gives us a fl a-
vour of the atmosphere reigning at the time.116 Increasingly, the cities suf-
fered from poverty, declining birth rates, a lack of investment in public 
infrastructure—a picture far from the idealised image which the Carduc-
ciani presented in their glorifi cation of communal freedom.117 The nine-
teenth-century version of the past omits the fact that Julius II’s triumphant 
entry into Bologna ended a period of despotic rule and decline, leading 
to political stability and eventually to Bologna’s economic and cultural 
resurgence. Papal government did not replace the commune as such, but 
its rule by a single family. With its hierarchy of courts based on positive 
written laws and uniform procedures, some historians even argue that the 
transformation of the temporal dominion of the pontiffs into a principal-
ity made the Church into a “prototype for the modern State.”118
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FROM GHIBELLINES AND GUELPHS 
TO LIBERALS AND SOCIALISTS

The post-Risorgimental historical narratives refl ect the complexities of a 
city after centuries of Papal dominion. Bologna had an uneasy and often 
contradictory relationship to its past as a Guelph city. While Italy celebrated 
its Guelph past as an early attempt to liberate itself from foreign domi-
nation, Bologna had diffi culties acknowledging that during most of the 
Middle Ages Papal power ensured independence from the Empire. Instead, 
the Rivista Bolognese di Scienze celebrates the Emperor Frederick II as a 
hero of religious tolerance.119 Pontida, the village where the Lombard cities 
united against Barbarossa, hardly played a role in Bologna’s offi cial histori-
cal discourse.120 In 1876 Bologna commemorated the seven hundred years 
since the battle of Legnano, the victory of the confederated communes over 
imperial rule, described by Carducci as “the fi rst Latin revolution, the ori-
gin of the resurgent Italian people.” However, Francesco Bertolini, a local 
history professor, rejected the idea that the battle had been fought for Ital-
ian interests, emphasising instead its benefi ts for the Roman curia.121 When 
in 1876 the Workingmen’s Society proposed a staging of Verdi’s La Batta-
glia di Legnano the project was rejected.122 Legnano presented the Liberals 
with too many contradictions and the Catholics were keen to remind the 
nation that Umberto III of Savoy had been an ally of Barbarossa, while 
Alessandro III, like Pius IX, was presented as an Italian patriot. Bertolini 
took his critique of neo-Guelph historiography so far as to describe the 
period as one of hatred between the Italian cities, with negative effects on 
the entire peninsula.123

A telling example of the ambiguity of Bologna’s historical narratives 
and of the complex legacy of the fi ghts between Guelphs and Ghibellines 
are the local stories about Re Enzo and the end of the Hohenstaufen in 
Italy. With the sudden death of Frederick II in 1250 the Church had lost its 
most important enemy. Frederick’s son Konrad IV, the German king, was 
defeated by French and Papal troops and died in 1254. His other son, Enzo, 
king of Sardinia and commander of the imperial troops, had been captured 
by the Bolognesi. According to the myth, Enzo was the stupor mundi’s 
preferred son and the very picture of his father. The last Hohenstaufen in 
a position to revive the Ghibelline cause, the young Enzo remained impris-
oned in Bologna for nearly a quarter of a century, until his death in 1272. 
His domicile, later called the “Palazzo del Re Enzo,” was located next to 
the town hall on Piazza Maggiore, permanently under the eyes of the pope’s 
cardinale legato. Over centuries stories about Re Enzo remained popular in 
Bologna, far from being unsympathetic.124 For the local school of painting 
Re Enzo became a much appreciated subject. Vittorio Emanuele II acquired 
Ippolito Bonaveri’s Enzo prigioniero in Bologna for his local residence, 
Villa San Michele in Bosco; and Cesare Masini, secretary of Bologna’s 
Academy of Fine Arts, sent his Enzo re fatto prigioniere dai bolognesi alla 
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battaglia di Fossalta to the 1867 Universal Exhibition in Paris.125 In 1905 
Ottorino Respighi performed his fi rst opera Re Enzo in Bologna. For Rub-
biani the Palazzo del Re Enzo played a central role in returning Bologna 
into a medieval city, despite the architect’s own Papalist-Catholic convic-
tions.126 According to the popular myth, “during clear nights the blond 
head of king Enzo still appears at the window of his prison, admiring the 
silence and the moon,” looking out over Piazza Maggiore, which Carducci 
had once called “la più bella piazza d’Italia.”127 From a symbol for the Ghi-
belline cause, Enzo had become part of Bologna’s local patrimony.

In 1915, after Italy entered the war, the Socialist giunta suggested call-
ing the square adjacent to Enzo’s prison Piazza del Re Enzo. But was Fred-
erick’s son not a German, suggesting that the proposed denomination made 
explicit reference to the enemy? Was the Socialist proposal for the change 
meant to offend the Italian interventionists? Or was the name still a sign of 
the city’s Risorgimental and anti-Papal spirit? Councillor Berti opposed the 
proposal, “because Enzo was not even Italian and moreover a vanquished,” 
inappropriate for a nation in war. However, another councillor explained 
that the people of Bologna had always maintained their “sympathy for the 
handsome young man, who also had been an Italian poet, writing with 
great nobility in fi nest Italian.”128 “One can not really say that he was Ger-
man, because he was the son of Frederick II, a born Italian and the grand-
son of Constance of Sicily, who Dante famously remembers as Italian.” 
Also Bertolini associated Frederick II with the beginnings of Italian litera-
ture and Minghetti counted him among the fathers of a united Italy.129

Being Italian meant to be Guelph, aligned with the pope against a “for-
eign” emperor, but in Bologna it also meant opposition to the Papal regime. 
The emperor’s defeat was a triumph of Italianità, understood as independence 
from the Empire, but the emperor himself was a born Italian who grew up in 
the streets of Palermo. With the collapse of Europe’s old order in the Great 
War also the idealist historical narratives of the nineteenth century seemed to 
vanish. Confused, the council approved the proposal and ever since Bologna 
paid offi cial tribute to Re Enzo, the son of a German emperor, who had been 
defeated by the pope. Did Bologna fi nally cease to be a Guelph city, bring-
ing the Risorgimento to a conclusion? Or was the new denomination of the 
square an expression of the Socialists’ Internationalism, a modern version of 
International Papacy? Again, the same history could have multiple meanings. 
An advocate of the strong centralised state rather than municipal autonomy, 
the Nationalist councillor Perozzi compared Bologna’s “Municipal Socialism” 
and its support for the International League of Socialist Communes with the 
anti-governmental attitudes of the ancient Guelph cities.

What was in the minds of the ancient Guelphs? Two ideas, one interna-
tional, one comunal. The international idea was the Catholic idea. They 
stood with the Pope and wanted the action of the Comune to be subordi-
nated to the Pope where the interests of Catholicism were concerned. The 
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comunal idea consisted in a lively sense of the identity of the comune and 
a desire for its autonomy. Armed with these two ideas, they declared war 
against the State, the only State that they could conceive of at that time, 
that is the Empire. . . . You [Socialists] have the same mentality. . . . You 
too have two ideas, an international and a comunal idea. . . . Armed with 
these two ideas you too go to war against the State. . . . I am a Ghibelline. 
For me, before the Pope, above the Pope, comes the King—meaning the 
Italian State. . . . And I reject vigorously and fervently anything which 
tends to diminish the sovereignty and the power of the Italian State.130

Even under the conditions of World War I the Middle Ages were still able 
to divide the council. However, historical allegations were also read as ref-
erences to Bologna’s long-lasting tradition of celebrating a cult of the past, 
an approach which the different political frictions shared and cherished. In 
their response to the Nationalist councillor, the Socialists happily admitted 
that Perozzi had pronounced “un bel discorso”!131 After Unifi cation histori-
cism constituted a major ingredient of local politics; with the new century 
historicism was merely perceived as “un bel discorso.” The past continued to 
be reconfi gured into local and national narratives. The crafting of these nar-
ratives, at a time when the nation struggled to come to terms with the experi-
ence of modernity, shows the inter-temporality of the post-modern, leading 
the historian to question the idea of a post-modern age as an epoch in itself. 
History, in its literary construction, is a momentum, not a fact: it is time pass-
ing, which acquires direction only in the hands of those who make use of it.

MODERNISM, THE PAST AND CRISIS

Frequently, we associate Italy at the time of its intervention in World War I 
with the aesthetic avant-garde. However, the emphasis on modernism and 
futurism in Italy’s cultural debates around the turn of the century should 
not distract from the fact that narratives of the past were at the core of cul-
tural politics. A society’s interest in the past is often interpreted as an indi-
cator of crepuscolarism, “when men sense the waning of a civilization.”132 
In a similar line of argument, and with reference to the aesthetic concepts 
of Wagner and Nietzsche, many theorists point to the “social order, which 
has turned from the worship of ancestors and past authorities to the pursuit 
of a projected future.”133 However, as aesthetic experiences, past and future 
were closely connected, despite the fact that under modern conditions men 
lost the confi dence to predict the future on the basis of past experiences. As 
Mikael af Malmborg argued, “modern Italian history stands out as par-
ticularly marked by the contrasts between an inherent archaic reality and 
abstract visions of the future.”134 What he describes as an “archaic reality” 
was the historical legacy of absolute monarchy and of municipal traditions 
reaching back to the Middle Ages; “visions of the future” were articulated 
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not only in terms of political ideologies but also aesthetically, through mod-
ernism in the arts. Carl Schorske resolves this apparent contradiction by 
discussing modernism as the “antithesis” of the past, forming a dialectic 
relationship and confronting the present metaphorically through the explo-
ration of historical legacies.135

This dialectic relationship also helps to explain the ways in which Italy, 
during the fi ne secolo, confronted crisis. Despite the gravity of Italy’s 
political and economic development, culminating in the colonial disaster 
of Adowa in 1896, in General Pelloux’ authoritarian response to the social 
unrest of 1899 and fi nally in the assassination of Umberto I, decay and 
moral decline are problematic categories when applied to the Italian fi ne 
secolo. As Ruth Ben-Ghiat has argued with reference to Gramsci, the “cri-
sis of civilization was partly a projection of elites’ fears over the loss of 
hegemony.”136 Social and cultural change was interpreted as crisis, in an 
attempt to conserve existing power relations. Moreover, applied to Italy’s 
cultural development since the turn of the century, the concept of Decaden-
tismo “erases the complex relationship between the pre- and the post-war 
period” with its multiple reactions to societal change, pre-determining aes-
thetic assessment through a moral judgement of the artistic experience.137 
Rather than giving itself up to decadence and celebrating its moral decline, 
fi ne secolo Italy confronted the crisis of the present by linking the con-
sciousness of its past to expectations of the future.

According to the philosopher Hans Blumenberg myths are marked by 
the persistence of their narrative nucleus, implying that they are easily 
recognisable. Meanwhile, the variability of their outer shell allows for their 
assimilation to changing historical, social and cultural conditions.138 What 
are the implications of these characteristics for the writing of urban and 
national pasts? Adrian Lyttelton argued that municipal identity and the 
piccola patria never ceased to be important in the “Making and Remak-
ing” of Italy’s “national past.”139 The example of Bologna shows that there 
was not one national past coexisting with many municipal pasts. Instead, 
individual municipal pasts generated different national pasts, each of 
which was characterised by specifi c regional and municipal experiences. 
Lyttelton challenges Ernest Gellner’s assertion that nationalism “radically 
transforms” the “historically inherited proliferation of cultures” and the 
view that the “patches used by nationalism are often arbitrary historical 
inventions.”140 Emphasising the importance of tradition in the represen-
tation of the historical “repertoire,” Lyttelton argues that the historical 
material which historians used in order to write the past did not leave much 
space for manipulation. Therefore, he rejects the term “construction” in 
the context of national histories, “because the materials were not new, only 
the uses to which they were put.”141 However, in the former Papal Legations 
the account of Italy’s origins in the medieval confl ict between Papacy and 
Empire was discussed in the light of subsequent historical developments and 
the assertion of the Papacy’s temporal power in the territories, perceived 
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and reconstructed as “Papal enslavement.” As a consequence, regional and 
municipal experiences created new “versions” of the past, which overruled 
the “national” narratives. They were “constructed” according to very spe-
cifi c local or regional experiences and needs. Similarly, the narratives of 
Italy’s origins in Republican or imperial Rome, or in the early Italic civili-
sations made different uses of the same material. Carducci and Rubbiani 
employed tropes of imagination to fi ll the gaps where historical evidence 
for continuity was lacking, similar to the way in which writers of Romantic 
opera librettos bridged historical events with dramatic content. The follow-
ing chapter provides similar examples with regard to the rediscovery of the 
pre-Roman Italic tribes. The example of Bologna’s medieval revival sup-
ports Lyttelton’s conclusions that “the plurality of interpretations and their 
ideological signifi cance does not imply that they are arbitrary,” or that they 
are historically uninformed. However, imagination played a crucial role 
in this enterprise, which cannot be ignored and which often formed the 
cornerstone of the different local accounts of the national past. Moreover, 
the example of Bologna illustrates that 1848 was not the turning point 
“which determined the passage from a hegemonic narrative centred on the 
city to one centred on the monarchy,” as Lyttelton argued. The plurality 
of municipal narratives persisted well into the fi ne secolo and was continu-
ously supplemented by additional, national versions of the past.



6 Etruscans, Romans and Italians

Es hängt vom subjektiven Nachleben, nicht vom objektiven Bestand 
der antiken Erbmasse ab, ob wir zu leidenschaftlicher Tat angeregt 
oder zu abgeklärter Weisheit beruhigt werden. Jede Zeit hat die 
Renaissance der Antike, die sie verdient.

(Aby Warburg)1

L’ANTICA SAPIENZA ITALIA

Hans Robert Jauss has demonstrated that the Enlightenment’s disenchant-
ment of the forces of nature went hand in hand with the creation of new 
myths concerned with the origin of mankind, early forms of social organi-
sation and religion.2 Giambattista Vico and later the Republican writer 
Vincenzo Cuoco, member of the 1799 Republican government of Naples, 
revived the ancient myth of the Italian nation’s Etruscan origins. A modern 
Italian translation of Vico appeared in 1816 and we fi nd the same theme 
in Ugo Foscolo’s verse and prose, in the works of Manzoni, Mazzoldi and 
Berchet, as well as in the neo-Guelph idea of the Italians’ moral primacy.3 
However, interest in the Etruscans predated the Enlightenment and the 
revolutionary period. When Napoleon turned the grand duchy of Tuscany 
into the kingdom of Etruria, this was meant as a reference to Cosimo de’ 
Medici, the fi rst grand duke of Tuscany, who in 1532 had assumed the title 
Magnus Etruriae dux.4 Petrarch, Cusanus, Florentine neo-Platonism as 
well as the cabalistic writings of Pico and Reuchlin discussed Pythagoras’ 
Etruscan origins, the myth according to which the philosopher transmit-
ted an ancient Etruscan-Italic knowledge, l’antica sapienza italica, which 
was said to be at the origin of the Greek school of philosophy and science. 
In this view the Etruscans rather than the Greeks were fons et origo of 
European thought and civilisation.5 The interest in ancient origins and 
greatness was not an invention of nineteenth-century nationalism, but 
widespread in early modern Europe from the fourteenth century. Four 
centuries later, in the search for the origins of the Italian nation, these 
ideas were integrated into a new context. Nostalgic invocations of past 
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greatness compensated for what was perceived to be Italy’s civic decline 
during centuries of internal divisions and foreign domination.

From the seventeenth century historical consciousness was underpinned 
by a more systematic approach to archaeological research. The Lyonnais 
Jacob Spon (1647–1685) used the term archaeology to apply to a scientifi c 
discipline based on the methodical criticism of archaeological sources.6 
Cosimo II de’ Medici (1590–1621) asked the Scottish Catholic émigré 
Thomas Dempster to compile De Etruria regali, a work rediscovered dur-
ing the eighteenth century, inspiring a fl ow of books and dissertations on 
Etruscan Italy.7 The Accademia Etrusca at Cortona was founded in 1726 
and a decade later the noble cleric Mario Guarnacci started excavating the 
Etruscan remains at Volterra. The Scottish architect Robert Adam deco-
rated the country houses of his English patrons in the Etruscan style, claim-
ing that the characteristics of Roman architecture derived not from the 
Greeks, but from the indigenous Etruscans. Derby House in London was 
decorated in Etruscan style in 1773 and in 1830 the Kronprinzenpalais in 
Berlin received its Etrurisches Kabinett. In 1852 Carlo Alberto of Savoy 
invited the Bolognese painter Pelagio Palagi to design an Etruscan room for 
his Castello di Racconigi in Turin. Bologna’s nineteenth-century Etrusco-
mania started from Palagi.8

ROME AND THE REST

The humanists’ early interest in the Etruscans focussed principally on the 
origins of ancient Rome. The learned societies, which sprang up from the 
eighteenth century, and which were made up predominantly by gentlemen, 
developed a “more complex” concept of the peninsula’s ancient origins, 
an Italy profoundly marked by a variety of pre-Roman civilisations. These 
antiquarians were travellers and extended the historical evidence beyond 
the ancient literary sources used by the humanists; for them “Etruscan 
antiquities counted hardly less than Roman ruins” and made up for the 
fact that no Etruscan literature had survived.9 Moreover, the idea that the 
Etruscans were the peninsula’s most ancient civilisation could be turned 
against Rome, ancient Rome as well as the modern, Papal Rome. Eigh-
teenth-century Etruscheria saw in ancient Rome “a conquering oppressor, 
and its modern counterpart as a centre of clerical reaction and an obstacle 
to nationalist aspirations.”10 It is no surprise that these ideas were welcome 
in Bologna. As Momigliano explained,

Italian scholars were looking for a new focus for their patriotic feelings 
and cultural interests. Deeply rooted in their regional traditions and 
suspicious of Rome for various reasons, they found what they wanted 
in the Etruscans, Pelasgians and other pre-Roman tribes. Local patrio-
tism was gratifi ed by the high antiquity of pre-Roman civilizations.11
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Winckelmann was infl uenced by such ideas when he explained the supposed 
superiority of the Florentine culture in terms of the city’s Etruscan origins. 
Widely read in Italy, Winckelmann infl uenced Foscolo and Carducci; Min-
ghetti studied him while preparing for his journey to Egypt, just a few 
months before the Liberation of the Papal Legations.12 Theories about the 
Etruscan conquest of Rome in the late seventh century, though based on 
fl imsy evidence, evoked passionate debates among historians. Inspired by 
Karl Otfried Müller’s work, historians also believed the Etruscans to be at 
the origin of religious life in Rome.13 Although concepts such as ethnicity, 
residence and origin might have been completely irrelevant in determining 
rule in early Rome, these were questions which mattered to nineteenth-cen-
tury historians, operating with contemporary “scientifi c” concepts.14

Despite this widespread academic interest, the Etruscan past did not play 
an important part in the literature and iconography of the Risorgimento. 
Banti explains this hesitation to explore the paleo-Italian past for the poetic 
creation of a founding myth with people’s lack of familiarity with the pre-
Roman period and the distance to its historical content.15 However, one 
might doubt if the same people were indeed more familiar with the history 
of the Huns, used for Verdi’s Attila, or the kings of the Old Testament, as 
in Nabucco. Based on exotic themes, both operas became extremely pop-
ular. Moreover, specifi c references to Roman history, particularly to the 
imperial period, were also rare in the literary imagination which informed 
the Risorgimento. While Croce explained this by the patriots’ desire to 
distinguish themselves from the symbolism of the revolutionary Jacobins, 
Banti argues that the internal divisions and the conquests, which character-
ised Rome’s imperial period, were inappropriate for the construction of a 
national founding myth which was based on voluntarism. The Republican 
Quirico Filopanti explains in his Storia Universale how Rome became an 
oppressive power “come tutti i conquistatori.” In Southern Italy ancient 
Rome was perceived as a negative symbol for outside interference, hinder-
ing good government.16 From the point of view of these arguments, it might 
seem surprising to fi nd that the vicissitudes of the medieval or early mod-
ern periods occupied such a prominent place in the Risorgimento canon 
of literature, in Berchet’s “civic prose,” Verdi’s operas, or the works of 
Manzoni. However, here it was assumed that the nation itself was already 
in existence and that the narratives about the peninsula’s restless history 
during these periods presented the adverse circumstances which hindered 
the nation’s political unfolding.

An important stimulus to reconsider the role of Rome in Italian history 
came from abroad. Theodor Mommsen famously viewed Rome as the pre-
decessor of modern Italy, inspiring the Liberal Quintino Sella to illustrate 
the continuity from the “fi rst” to the “third Rome” with help of archaeo-
logical excavations.17 Giosué Carducci emphasised the role of Roman civili-
sation for the development of modern Italy and described Garibaldi as its 
“new Romulus.” Bologna’s Giambattista Gandino, a specialist on Cicero, 
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disagreed with the German school, but emphasised the same continuities; 
and the leader of the Roman Republic in 1848, Aurelio Saffi , who during 
his exile had studied in Oxford, used the democratic revolution of the Grac-
chi as a model for his modern theory of revolution, based on a specifi cally 
Italian concept of freedom.18 In a rather picturesque fashion the pantheist 
Quirico Filopanti established a cosmological relationship between 8 August 
1848, the day when Bologna defeated the Austrian troops, and the founda-
tion of the Roman colony of Bononia on 8 August 189 BC, which granted 
the city the right to hold free elections, to appoint councillors and to nomi-
nate a local government.19 Bologna maintained these rights until the begin-
ning of the Papal dominion in the sixteenth century, which ended only with 
the Unifi cation of Italy. References to Rome were used not only in the con-
text of national foundation myths, they were a reference to Europe, too. As 
Mikael af Malmborg has argued, Rome was inseparable “from the common 
European cultural heritage,” underlining a “high degree of identity between 
Italian culture and general European or Western civilization.”20

Standard works on the modern reception of antiquity differentiate 
between the Etruscomania of the eighteenth century and a supposedly 
more “scientifi c” approach to Etruscology since the nineteenth century.21 
Italy’s nineteenth-century fascination with everything Etruscan makes this 
distinction questionable. Moreover, according to Momigliano the “munici-
palistic” agenda behind the antiquarian studies of the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century was replaced, during the second half of the nineteenth 
century, by a more nationalistic emphasis, deriving from the Italian recep-
tion of Müller and Mommsen.22 While later nineteenth-century references 
to the Etruscans were not necessarily used in an anti-Roman sense and 
were integrated into a more general discourse on Italy’s national origins, 
Etruscology did, however, continue to foster local and regional identities, 
often following a clearly defi ned political agenda. When in 1866 the munic-
ipal authorities of Reggio Emilia asked for more administrative autonomy, 
they underlined their claims with historical references to the city’s status as 
a self-contained administrative unit since pre-Roman times.23

A SINGLE RACE AND A TRUE CALIFORNIA

On 25 August 1869 Antonio Zannoni, the municipality’s chief engineer, dis-
covered an Etruscan tumulus at the Certosa, still today Bologna’s central 
cemetery. This day became a notable date in the writing of the city’s past. 
With its more than four hundred tombs, Zannoni’s discovery is still consid-
ered a milestone in modern Etruscology. For the fi rst time the municipal-
ity, as a public institution, directed the excavations itself, unearthing “day 
after day, treasures of art and antiquity.”24 Zannoni’s excavations invited 
comparison with the famous site of Marzabotto, excavated by private initia-
tive under Count Giovanni Gozzadini fi fteen years earlier. Zannoni wanted 
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people to believe in an ethnic continuity from Etruscan to contemporary 
times, in a common descent of modern-day Bologna from the region’s earliest 
settlements. “Signori, the people of Marzabotto and Felsina [the Etruscan 
name for Bologna] were of a single race. Signori, after more than twenty 
centuries the race of the people of Felsina is still the same as that of modern 
day Bologna.”25 Zannoni stressed the sumptuousness of this pre-historic cul-
ture, for him characteristic of a sense of nationality.26 “Not even Gods were 
dressed better than that; . . . Signori, do you see the accessories with which 
the women of Felsina made themselves look beautiful . . . ? Weapons, cloths, 
mores, everything expresses a sense of nationality, o Signori.”27 The aesthetic 
unity of material culture was to confi rm the sense of nationhood. Moreover, 
the Etruscans’ orientalising rather than geometrical decorations appear as an 
alternative to the classicist authority of Roman culture and an expression of 
their libertarian spirit.28 The local newspapers wrote initially with a certain 
ironic distance about the excavations, sceptical that their old town could pos-
sess similar treasures. But as the discoveries progressed, they joined into the 
excitement for the Etruscan past and reported almost daily about the works 
of art unearthed. On the site of San Francesco alone fi fteen hundred kilo-
grams of metal objects were found.29 Debates between professional archaeol-
ogists and popularising theories became regular features in the newspapers.30 
Il Monitore di Bologna described the Certosa and Marzabotto as a “true 
California for anybody excavating the ruins of a remote past.”31 Due to these 
sensationalist reports Bologna lived its Etruscan revival similar to a gold-rush 
and under the participation of large sections of its local population.

Figure 6.1 Sepolcreto Nord di Marzabotto. (Congrès international d’anthropologie 
préhistorique. Compte rendu de la cinquième session de 1871. Bologne: Fava & 
Garagnani, 1873) 
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THE ETRUSCANS IN POETIC IMAGINATION

Pre-Roman cultures became an important source of poetic imagination, 
even for Carducci, who had hoped that the Risorgimento would bring about 
Mazzini’s “terza Roma.”32 For Carducci Dante was Etruscan “rather than 
Roman or Italian,” proved by his descent and physiognomy. In this context 
it might not seem surprising that he thought of himself as “tarda etrusca 
prole”; several decades later Puccini was also described as “sculpted from 
the ancient rock of Etruria.”33 The national sentiment which supposedly 
held the Italian cities together after the end of the Roman Empire was for 
Carducci a renewal of the Etruscan confederation of cities, to which he 
referred in a famous poem of 1872:

Do you remember the widowed shores of the Tuscan sea,
Where the feudal tower bends over the hazy fallow plain
With long and dreary shadow
And watches from the dark, burnt hills
Over the sepulchral sleep of the Rasenna cities,
Buried amidst the woods . . . ?34

Carducci was not simply Italy’s most famous poet at the time: he wrote this 
piece also as secretary of the Deputazione di Storia Patria, for which he reg-
ularly produced minutes of meetings and summaries of proceedings, usually 
published in the local press and later included in his collected works. He 
was a close friend of the archaeologist Francesco Rocchi and regularly par-
ticipated in student trips to local archaeological sites organized by Edoardo 
Brizio and Francesco Bertolini.35 Bologna’s Deputazione paid particular 
attention to archaeological research on the paleo-Italic period and among 
its early members were a number of infl uential archaeologists. Its president, 
Count Gozzadini, himself directed the excavations at his property in Vil-
lanova, the most important Iron Age site on the Italian peninsula, as well as 
at Marzabotto, which despite large scale destruction in 1944 is still today 
considered the most important excavation of an Etruscan city, although 
known now primarily as the site of one of the SS’s most atrocious crimes 
against Italy’s civilian population during World War II.36 The Deputazi-
one’s vice president, Rocchi, had been Bologna’s professor of archaeology 
since 1847. Other members included the archaeologists Achille Gennarelli 
from Florence, Giacomo Lignana from Rome, and Ariodante Fabretti, pro-
fessor fi rst in Bologna and then in Turin.37 In particular Edoardo Brizio 
contributed to the wider dissemination of interest in Bologna’s early settle-
ments. Teaching both at the university, the Studio, and the popular univer-
sity, he combined courses in primeval history, Etruscology and Egyptology 
with the teaching of Greek and Roman anthropology and history of art. 
Lecturing primarily in the city’s Gipsoteca, which was modelled on similar 
examples in Bonn and Berlin, his experimental approach became a model 
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for the modern university in Italy and was later continued by his former 
student Gherardo Ghirardini.38

The public interest in the Etruscans as well as the increasing number 
of excavations in the region inspired Carducci’s poetic imagination and 
contributed to the creation of local historical myths around the Etruscan 
settlements. In his 1879 poem “Fuori alla Certosa di Bologna” he describes 
the succession of Bologna’s pre-historic peoples: Umbrians, considered 
here as the fathers of the Villanovan culture, Etruscans, Celts, Romans and 
Lombards, reposing forever at the foot of the Apennine:

Outside the Charterhouse of Bologna

Here at the foot of the hill our Umbrian forebears sleep,
Who first broke your divine silence with the sound of axes, 

o Apennines:

The Etruscans sleep here, who descended with the lituus,
Their gaze uplifted to the green of those mysterious slopes,

And the tall, red-haired Celts ran to wash themselves clean from
The slaughter in the cold mountain stream which they hailed their 

new Rhine,

And the noble stock of Rome, and the long-haired Lombards
Who were the last to make camp upon these wooded summits,

They sleep with our more recent dead.39

In Carducci’s historical imagination the Umbrians had been the fi rst to 
interrupt the religious silence of the mountains. The Etruscans arrived as a 
people of warriors and colonizers, forming a civilisation which extended to 
both sides of the Apennines and therefore gave the Italian peninsula a politi-
cal and cultural unity prior to the Romans.40 He describes the Etruscans as 
arriving with the “lituo,” used for the ritual division of space, and the defi n-
ing of urban settlements, a reference to the foundation of “Felsina,” as the 
city with the longest continuity of urban settlement in Europe. The Celts, 
depicted in Carduccci’s poem as barbarians, with red hair and arriving from 
the Alps, called Bologna by its modern name—Bononia—before ceding it 
to the “noble race” of the Romans. The last to arrive were the Lombards, 
sleeping now alongside the other ancestors of modern-day Italians.

As Croce remarked with reference to Carducci’s poem, “the thought of 
death provoked in him the strongest sense of life and love.”41 The physical 
presence of death inspired him to draw the spiritual connection between the 
past, present and future, between the ancient and the contemporary people 
of Bologna. His image establishes a trans-generational and interethnic sense 
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of community between the different tribes and peoples of the Apennines, 
through which the contemporary people of Bologna originate anew.42 As 
Homi K. Bhabha explains, “nations, like narratives, lose their origins in 
the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye.”43 
It is the narrative of the trope itself which brings the imagined community 
to life, here the community of Umbrians, Etruscans and modern Italians. 
Carducci infl uenced an entire generation of intellectuals with his poetic 
contribution to the pre-historic revival and still in 1912, Albert Grenier 
opened his important study on Bologne Villanovienne et Étrusque with a 
quote from the same poem.44 In the case of Zannoni the same idea evoked 
an almost Messianic mission: “The people who lived here, and to whom 
Felsina owes its civilisation, slept and dreamed in the Certosa for twenty or 
more centuries. I awaked them, taking them out of their long and quiet asy-
lum.”45 With the completion of the nation’s Risorgimento and through the 
redemption by Zannoni’s great deed Bologna’s ancient peoples have come to 
life again, this time as Italians.46

In his conclusion to Imagined Communities Benedict Anderson out-
lined how national movements imagined their nations as “awakening” 
from “epochal sleep,” opening up “an immense antiquity.”47 The literary 
origin of what Anderson describes can be traced back to Romantic poetry 
and even to Rousseau, summarised by de Man as “themes of sleep and 
waking, forgetting and memory, water and voyage.”48 In his memoirs of 
1872, describing his fi rst visit to Rome as a child, Garibaldi constructed a 
similar association between ancient Rome and the Papal city.49 The ideas of 
“remembering” common descent and the notion of “social memory” were 
widespread in nineteenth-century Europe and linked to the observation of 
common cultural heritage, either in the form of similarity in material cul-
ture or cultural institutions, ways of life and thought. Burckhardt under-
stood the “classical character” of Renaissance art as “heritage” rather 
than “direct imitation” and Warburg developed the notion of memory in 
aesthetic expression as the “deposit of an emotional experience which is 
derived from primitive religious attitudes.” We fi nd a similar disposition in 
a Rilke’s Letter to a Young Poet: “These long forgotten, dwell within us 
as disposition, as a burden on our fate, as blood that courses and as ges-
ture that arises from the depth of time.”50 Gombrich carefully discusses the 
“racialist” conviction behind many of these theories, quoting Moeller van 
den Bruck, who in 1913 argued for the legacy of “Asiatic racial karma” in 
Italian art, rooted in its Etrurian origins: “We know the forms created by 
Botticelli from the light steps of the dancing girls on the frescoes of Etrus-
can tombs.”51 While Warburg’s writing emphasises “collective” rather than 
“racial” theories of memory, the idea of an inherited memory also informed 
the Bolognesi during the decades of their archaic discoveries. Thus, Car-
ducci and Zannoni anticipated the notion of social and cultural memory 
when they employed the remembrance of the archaic age to endow their 
own present with meaning.52
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The mystery of the Etruscans’ life after death which Carducci evokes in 
his poem had its origin in the belief that the Etruscans formed a “sacerdotal 
race.”53 However, for Carducci this teocrazia also explains the decline of 
the Etruscan civilisation:

Other peoples . . . revive themselves and develop a form of life of their 
own; not so the Etruscans. They live in the shadow and in its undefi ned 
contours they lose themselves in the thick air that surrounds them. 
They don’t merit anything different: A people which always thinks 
about death had to die out.54

For Carducci, the anti-clerical Republican, it is the memory and experience 
of the Etruscans that justifi es Bologna’s “patricide” against the modern 
theocracy of the past Papal regime.

ETHNIC ORIGINS

Banti’s infl uential book La Nazione del Risorgimento points to ethnic con-
cepts of the Italian nation which earlier research, in particular Chabod’s 
L’idea della nazione, ignored. According to Banti, it is too simple to identify 
Italian nationalism purely as a voluntaristic concept, based exclusively on 
political will, in contrast to Germany’s ethnic nationalism.55 Before the new 
empirical methodologies of nineteenth-century scientifi c research, the aim of 
Etruscology, as is the case for most scholarship at the time, was primarily the 
transmission of ancient literary knowledge.56 This changed when historical, 
archaeological and anthropological research had to answer more general 
questions about human nature. Bologna’s Etruscomania started at a time 
when the front pages of newspapers all over Europe reported regularly on 
spectacular Greek and Egyptian excavations, when the world fairs included 
showrooms illustrating national pasts along with the “civilizing mission” 
of colonial expansion and when Hegel’s philosophy of history determined 
ideas about the rise and decline of civilisations and empires.57 Archaeology 
played a major part in this and even the Papacy responded to the public 
interest in the discipline with a renewed impetus given to the excavations 
of Paleo-Christian Rome.58 Moreover, the eighteenth-century discoveries 
of non-European civilisations set Greek and Italic cultures into a new per-
spective. As Benedict Anderson explains, the investigation of Sanskrit led 
to the realisation that the Indic civilisation is older than that of Greece and 
Judea. A similar effect followed the deciphering of cuneiform inscriptions 
and hieroglyphics in the early nineteenth century, further pluralizing extra-
European antiquity.59 This context explains the excitement when from the 
mid-nineteenth-century archaeologists became aware not only of neolithic 
cultures in the Bolognese, but also of paleolithic and mesolithic cultures, 
remains of civilisations dating back many thousands of years.60 Bologna was 
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particularly interested in the relationship between its Iron Age settlements, 
the so-called Villanova civilisation, and the Etruscans, and in the relation-
ship between Felsina, as the Etruscans called Bologna, and the better known 
region of Central Etruria, south of the Apennines.61

Despite the discoveries of the so-called “protovillanovan period” (Tar-
quinia and Castellina, dating back to the tenth and eleventh centuries BC), 
Villanova remains the most ancient urban settlement in Italy, predating 
comparable sites in Tuscany and Lazio. Founded about 900 BC, the settle-
ment was discovered by Count Gozzadini on his own estate in 1853; and it 
became the fi rst large-scale pre-historic excavation in the province of Bolo-
gna—a necropolis of 193 tombs characterised by a funeral rite based on 
cremation.62 When in 1848 the British consul in Rome George Dennis pub-
lished his famous The Cities and Cemeteries of Etruria, Bologna was men-
tioned only once, referring to a few ancient authors, but to no archaeological 
evidence. After 1853, Villanova became a major point of reference for any 
discussion of the subject. Gozzadini identifi ed his site in Villanova as the 
most ancient Etruscan settlement in Italy, assuming that anything predating 
the Roman period had to be Etruscan.63

Bologna came to be seen as the origin of a culture, which gave birth to 
the most important early art and craft, but also philosophy and science on 
the peninsula. Due to its Villanovan origins it appeared to be civilised and 
literate long before central Etruria and Rome. In this view the region was 
also the fi rst to engage in trade relations with Greece, the fi rst to adapt 
the Greek alphabet. The Etruscans assimilated the spiritual world of the 
Greeks—a process clearly documented in Bologna’s archaeological collec-
tions of Greek and Etruscan artefacts, long before any other Italian people. 
It was through the Etruscans that Rome gained access to Greek culture; 
the Roman insignia of offi ce—in particular the fasces—had their origin 
in the Etruscan administration.64 No Etruria without Felsina, no Rome 
without Etruria. At the same time it was believed that Felsina brought the 
Hellenisation of Italy to a halt, underlining the strength of Etruria as a 
“national” civilisation in its own right. In this view Bologna became the 
centre of the civilized world. Etruscologists today would grant Villanova 
and Felsina an important place in the relationship between Etruria, Rome 
and Greece, but hardly the role nineteenth-century Bologna claimed for 
itself.65 The former Moderate prime minister Marco Minghetti as well as 
the Republican Quirico Filopanti described Felsina as the “supreme capi-
tal city” of the Etruscan civilisation; councillor Pullé spoke of “Bologna’s 
nobility and antiquity, which no other Italic town, not even Rome, has been 
able to equal;” and Alfonso Rubbiani referred to Bologna as the mother of 
the Italic tribes, “civilised well before Rome.”66

For Count Gozzadini the nobility of Bologna’s ancient civilisation lay in 
the fact that it was part and the origin of the famous civilisation of Etruria, 
which had fascinated Italian scholars since the times of the Medici. For 
Gozzadini the question of the Etruscans’ ethnic and geographic origins was 
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an issue of secondary importance. However, the following generation of 
professionally trained archaeologists paid greater attention to differences in 
material culture as well in ethnic origin. Their emphasis on difference and 
discontinuity is exemplary for the modern historiography of the nineteenth 
century, for Foucault’s “l’homme déshistorisé,” who requires the construc-
tion of a new historicity through innovative “scientifi c” approaches, in this 
case the ethnic matrix.67

Ethnic origins as well as the migrations of the early inhabitants of the 
Italian peninsula constituted a major issue of debate during the Fifth Inter-
national Congress of Pre-historic Sciences which took place in Bologna in 
1871. Each excavator was keen to present his own site as the most spectacu-
lar, using his own archaeological evidence as proof for the theories to which 
he adhered. Three major theories on the Etruscans’ origins animated the 
debate at the time, of which nowadays at least two are regarded as myths. The 
“oriental theory” maintained that the Etruscans immigrated to Italy from 
Asia Minor and that they were of Lydian or pre-Greek Pelasgian origin. The 
“northern theory,” today entirely rejected, argued that they had descended 
from the Alps. The “autochthonous theory” believed the Etruscans to be an 
indigenous population.68 Francesco Bertolini summarised these theories in a 
paper for the Deputazione, the publication of which attracted attention well 
beyond narrow academic circles.69 A history teacher at Bologna’s Liceo and 
later professor at the university, he had been a member of the Deputazione 
since 1869 and wrote an infl uential Storia d’Italia from ancient origins to 
modern days. Unlike Gozzadini, the self-taught nobleman with antiquar-
ian interests, Bertolini understood himself as a professional historian in the 
modern sense of the word, even if his expertise still covered all periods of 
history, from pre-Roman Italy to the Risorgimento. In his Storia primitiva 
di Roma Bertolini expressed his admiration for the source criticism of the 
German school, and his work on the Etruscans was based on the examina-
tion of those Roman and Greek historians who had been in personal contact 
with the Etruscan elites and still knew the “auctores tusci,” who have not 
survived.70 Bertolini dismissed the “oriental hypothesis” of the Etruscans’ 
origins and in particular Herodotus’ still very infl uential Lydian theory, 
which in Bologna was supported by Gozzadini, but also by Filopanti.71 As 
the early historian of Rome Dionysius of Halicarnassus, a Greek writing 
at the time of Augustus, had pointed out, the Lydian and Etruscan peoples 
were of different religions, while Greeks and Romans seemed of common 
descent.72 Many ancient and modern historians maintained that the Etrus-
cans were Pelasgians, originating from Thessaly or from the islands Lemnos 
and Imbros, near Troy, from where they started the colonization of Italy, an 
idea to which Carducci often referred.73 However, like the historians of the 
German school, Bertolini did not believe in the Etruscans’ migration via the 
sea and he also dismissed Pliny’s and Vico’s Egyptian hypothesis, which was 
still very popular at the time and played a role in the concept of “l’antica 
sapienza italica.” The scarabs and canobi in the Etruscan burial-grounds 
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testifi ed trade relations with the Orient and Egypt, he argued, but did 
not tell us anything about ethnic origins.74 The common ground Bertolini 
shared with most speakers at Bologna’s international congress of 1871 was 
that of the Etruscans’ “Aryan origin.” Count Giancarlo Conestabile divided 
the Aryan race into different branches, including a Celtic, a Germanic, a 
Greco-Italian and a Lithuanian-Slavonic branch.75 However, regarding the 
Etruscan tribes, he still understood these to have migrated from Asia Minor, 
replacing the decadent Pelasgians and the Umbrians, who had come to Italy 
in earlier migrations.76 Hence, Bertolini’s rejection of the oriental theory 
complicated matters in Bologna. Autochthonous theories, already popular-
ised by Michelet, added an Italian “nationalist” dimension to the debates 
and encouraged archaeologists to consider cultural differences between the 
various settlements, indigenous and immigrant, more carefully.

NATIONALITY AND MATERIAL CULTURE

Independently from the debates on their geographical origin, it was com-
mon in nineteenth-century Bologna to refer to the Etruscans in terms of 
race or nationality. Gozzadini used the terms “genti tosche,” “razza” and 
“stirpe etrusca.”77 Zannoni frequently spoke about an Etruscan “national-
ity” of “oriental” origin, from which the modern-day Bolognesi descended. 
Grenier, who was strongly infl uenced by Zannoni, referred to the Etrus-
cans as “conscious of their nationality.”78 However, while Zannoni agreed 
with Gozzadini on the Etruscans’ oriental origin, he questioned that the 
region’s most ancient settlements were indeed Etruscan. He saw the local 
Iron-Age settlements as an original and autochthonous Italian population. 
With emphasis on differences in their material culture he identifi ed two dis-
tinct cultures, one Pelasgian and one Umbrian, and his four famous groups 
of tombs at the Certosa as a fusion of Pelasgian and Umbrian cultures.79 
Zannoni insisted on the originality of the Umbrians as an Italian culture, an 
idea supported by ancient literary sources. The Umbrian-Villanovan settle-
ments were for Zannoni an indigenous Italian civilisation, which the foreign 
Etruscan “invaders” inherited: “yes, there is an Italic art, which existed 
independently in Italy before the arrival of oriental art from Asia and which 
predated the infl uence of any Greek culture.”80 He insisted that culturally 
the Etruscans learned from the Umbrians, which would explain the similari-
ties in the funeral rites and certain decorative motifs. Moreover, based on 
his excavations at San Francesco, he insisted that the Umbrians of the Vil-
lanovan culture knew writing before, and independently of, the people of 
Central Etruria. He acknowledged the exotic wealth of the Etruscan civili-
sation, but at the same time he found a place for an even older, independent 
and highly developed Italic civilisation.

Zannoni was not alone in pointing to differences between the various 
settlements. Edoardo Brizio worked in Bologna for the exhibition of local 
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pre-historic excavations, organised on the occasion of the international con-
gress of 1871. Later he spent several years in Rome and in Greece, making 
himself familiar with the German school of archaeology and classical Kun-
stgeschichte.81 Infl uenced by both Niebuhr and Mommsen, and by the Ger-
man Archaeological Institute in Rome, Edoardo Brizio initially adhered to 
the idea of the Etruscans’ Northern or indigenous origin, before becoming a 
major advocate of their “oriental” provenance.82 In 1876 he became profes-
sor of archaeology in Bologna and director of the university’s collections in 
the museum, enjoying international recognition as a scholar. However, due to 
confl icts with Gozzadini he had to wait until 1881 to become a corresponding 
member of the Deputazione and until 1886 to become an active member.83 
After Gozzadini’s death in 1887 Brizio succeeded him as director general 
of the museum and as royal commissioner for excavations and the muse-
ums of antiquities. Like Zannoni, he identifi ed the civilisation of Villanova as 
Umbrian, constituting the main reason for his confl ict with Gozzadini. Brizio 
paid considerable attention to differences in material culture, and tended to 
explain these by ethnic origin. Villanova was no longer seen as an early Etrus-
can culture and the Etruscans themselves became a separate ethnic group of 
warriors, which conquered the Umbrian settlements, later to be succeeded by 
Gallic and Roman conquerors. The Villanovans were identifi ed as an indig-
enous Italic people, “un popolo di razza italica.”84 Even if Brizio speaks of a 
“fusion” and “assimilation” of the Umbrian and Etruscan peoples, recognis-
ing that conquest would not necessarily result in a complete disappearance of 
the indigenous culture,85 there was no space for a cultural transition within 
specifi c ethnic groups. Instead, cultural change was determined by the suc-
cession of different ethnic groups, a view within which the Etruscans appear 
as carriers of a civilising mission, superseding a primitive Villanovan age. 
Observing differences between the material culture of orientalising Etruscans 
and the Villanovans’ geometric decorations, he was also the fi rst to propose a 
“scientifi c” explanation for the change from cremation to inhumation in local 
burial rites, recognising in the Etruscan invaders the bearers of an oriental-
izing and later Hellenizing civilization. For Brizio the cremating Villanovans 
were the Umbrians described by Herodotus, hence an Italic people. While the 
antiquarian Count Gozzadini was keen to link his own discoveries with the 
nobility of the Etrurian civilisation, discovering these Italic origins was for 
Brizio “a question of prestige and of national history.”86

Brizio’s ideas were based on “scientifi c” archaeological evidence, con-
sidered at the time an innovative empirical approach to the question. In 
this respect Gozzadini could hardly compete. Without producing detailed 
plans of the sites, he dismembered the objects found in the ground and 
reorganised them, in antiquarian tradition, according to typological cri-
teria.87 Thus, Gozzadini’s approach to the organisation of knowledge still 
stands in the tradition of Rousseau, who to Foucault’s astonishment, “au 
cœur du XVIIIe siècle,” had nothing more important to do than to “her-
borise.” As Sebald reminds us, Rousseau’s objective of research was not 
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to acquire knowledge about the place where he collected his plants, but to 
classify them according to a specifi c model of organisation.88 Gozzadini 
applied a similar model of organisation to the objects he excavated, with-
out much concern for cultural differences and change over time. Instead, 
Gozzadini’s great opponent Zannoni, excavating for the commune at the 

Figure 6.2 Excavations at the Certosa di Bologna. (Antonio Zannoni, Gli scavi 
della certosa di Bologna. Bologna: Regia tipografi a, 1876)
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Certosa, worked with focus on the specifi c place and its people rather 
than the unearthed material itself. Without a professional background in 
archaeology, the municipal engineer nevertheless revolutionised techniques 
and methods through scrupulous documentation, including inventories, 
detailed maps and photographs of the entire site as well as of each tomb. 
For his innovative methodology he was hailed at the 1871 congress; in 1887 
he was awarded the prestigious “Premio Linceo”; and at the beginning of 
the twentieth century leading researchers in the fi eld still recognised his 
extraordinary contribution to the subject.89

Zannoni was not alone in starting to question Gozzadini’s assimilation of 
the Villanovan and Etruscan cultures. For Grenier, Ghirardini and Ducati 
the Villanovans were Umbrians, originally from Tuscany and Latium, who 
subsequently migrated North. Pigorini insisted upon the Villanovans’ com-
mon “ethnic” origin with the people of the terramare in the region around 
Parma and Piacenza.90 The difference between Gozzadini, the self-trained 
nobleman, and the subsequent generation of researchers lies in the attention 
paid to the ethnic interpretation of material culture and historical change. 
Scholars today are less critical of Gozzadini’s interpretation, suggesting that 
the majority of the Etruscan cities were rooted in the Iron-Age culture of the 
Villanovans, understood as the most ancient period of the Etruscan culture.91 
Rather than speaking of ethnically different cultures, research emphasises the 
transition from the Villanovan to the Etruscan culture. Although comparisons 
of Villanova with the Etruscan Felsina demonstrate a watershed in cultural 
techniques—the development of urban structures, the large-scale import of 
“foreign” goods and the widespread use of writing—research today main-
tains that the Villanovans wrote Etruscan and therefore can be recognised as 
an early Etruscan civilisation.92 Rather than searching for origin and migra-
tion, most Etruscologists today speak about the Etruscans’ ethnic formation, 
which is believed to have happened in the different parts of Etruria itself.

ETRUSCOMANIA

Despite Gozzadini’s “old-fashioned” and antiquarian approach to archaeol-
ogy, most of the Deputazione’s work demonstrates high academic standards, 
refl ected in its methodology, source criticism, references to international 
debates and in a complex apparatus of footnotes and illustrations. Beyond 
the academic circles the fascination with Bologna’s early civilisations obvi-
ously assumed a very different character. In 1870 Il Monitore di Bologna 
discussed the Etruscan origin and “strategic-astronomical” design of the 
city’s famous towers, supposedly originating from Egyptian ideas about 
the architectural representation of the cosmos.93 Referring back to the idea 
of l’antica sapienza italica, Egypt, Etruria and the early civilisation of the 
Bolognese were believed to have shared common religious roots. The remains 
of a Roman temple in the area of Santo Stefano, dedicated to the Egyptian 
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goddess Isis and later used by the fi rst local Christians, contributed to the 
belief in Bologna’s special relationship with ancient Egypt.94 The popular 
perception of these issues was rarely supported by Bologna’s archaeologists, 
theologians and historians, but refl ects the widespread public fascination 
with mythical origins. Zannoni contributed greatly to this popular interest. 
His presentations, in which he made for the fi rst time use of photographs, 
attracted audiences well beyond academic circles: “Does it not seem to you, 
o Signori, as if you yourself were present during the excavations and as if 
you were looking into the trenches? Do you see the different positions of the 
skeletons and, as I told you, what they had with them?”95 Very different in 
character were the expositions of Count Gozzadini, on which the newspa-
pers only remarked that they were long and diffi cult to follow.96

Popular stories about the Etruscans as well as the offi cial reports on 
excavations often pointed to the high status of Etruscan women in society; 
and to infect audiences with Etruscomania the archeologists constructed 
comparisons with contemporary society:

Signore, the women of Felsina were as graceful as you and shared your 
love of beauty. Buckles for the garment, and ornaments, buttons, pins. 
See the bracelets and rings, necklaces and earrings; concerned about 
their appearance they used mirrors and nail-scissors. Cosmetics served 
to increase or to revitalise lost beauty.97

These comparisons became more delicate when Brizio, with reference to 
Plautus and Herodotus, maintained that Etruscan women, until getting 
married, prostituted themselves in order to collect a dowry. He insisted of 
course that “this was a rite absolutely foreign to Europeans,” but under-
lined the progressive elements behind the custom: “una specie di eman-
cipazione di cui godevano le donne etrusche.” Due to the diffi culties of 
establishing paternity children acquired the name of their mothers.98 Over 
years these lectures attracted huge audiences in Bologna.

Also the local carnival society Duttòur Balanzòn joined in the popular 
“Etruscomania,” celebrating in 1874 a great “equepedemimodrammati-
coetruscobalanzocurriculare,” re-enacting the city’s conquest by the Etrus-
cans.99 A song in local dialect explained what this was about:

For three-thousand years they had been in the grave:
The Etruscans. Only their name had remained,
Some vases and some arid bones. . . .
They were made to reappear, and I don’t know how,
Some say by virtue of spiritualism,
Some say by help of magic, or magnetism . . . 100

Each verse of the song describes a coach of the long procession that 
went through the streets of Bologna on 15 February 1874. A total of 
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30,000 Lire were spent on the show, equalling the municipality’s annual 
subsidy for the opera house. The money was raised by selling seats from 
which to watch the fi nal piece of the show and through contributions 
from the carnival society and private donors. A raffl e for donkeys, pigs, 
geese, food and even a house made a surplus of 9,300 Lire. Moreover, the 
carnival society sold 10,000 copies of Anacleto Guadagnini’s “grande 
mascherata etrusca,” a souvenir with illustrations of the procession. 
The surplus funds from the event went into charity organisations for the 
poor.101 Among the members of the carnival society were a number of 
distinguished citizens, who shared an interest in local Etruscheria, but 
who also played a role in Bologna’s charitable welfare system: Count 
Malvezzi, Count Salina, the Marquis Francesco Albergati and Count 
Pompeo Aria, whose family owned the estate on which the site of Marz-
abotto was located. Among the members was also the painter Luigi Busi, 
who later produced a series of acclaimed Etruscan wall paintings for 
Bologna’s museum. During the preparations for the event Count Goz-
zadini gave access to his private collection, allowing the organizers to 
study Etruscan decorations and dress. The day of the event the Museo 
Civico stayed open, giving citizens the opportunity to engage on differ-
ent levels with the Etruscans. The carnival assumed an importance well 
beyond the city walls, with the railway society offering reduced fares for 
visitors to Bologna’s Etruscan festival. Hotels and hostels were sold out 
days before, attracting especially visitors from the Marches, from Fer-
rara and various cities of Emilia.102

One of the corso’s fl oats presented the historians and anthropologists who 
had visited Bologna in 1871 for the International Congress on Pre-historic 

Figure 6.3 Anacleto Guadagnini, Sfi lata del carnevale 1874. (Reproduction by 
Kind Permission of the Biblioteca dell’Archiginnasio, Bologna, Italy.)
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Sciences. As an illusion to the evolutionist theories which they propagated, 
they were dressed as monkeys.103 Other fl oats were occupied by Etruscan sol-
diers, priests, men and women and various imagined characters from Felsina 
and Etruria; the “Corps of Etruscan music” used instruments fabricated for 
this purpose after depictions in painted tombs at the Museo Etrusco Grego-
riano in Rome, which the organisers had visited during their preparations.104 
All fl oats were decorated with vases and amphorae, Etruscan inscriptions and 
religious representations. The Etruscans themselves had dark faces and were 
meant to appear exotic: not only were they invaders, they also seemed to come 
from the East or the South. The term “truschi,” in local dialect, came to sig-
nify dirty.105 The parade took one hour to march from Santo Stefano to Piazza 
Maggiore, and a further thirty minutes to arrive at the “Etruscan castle” of 
the Montagnola, where the city’s conquest was to be re-enacted.106

The narrative of the “grande rappresentazione equepedemimodram-
maticoetrusco-balanzocurriculare” resembled other stagings of historical 
scenes popular at the time and was set out beforehand in the local press. The 
king of carnival was traditionally an academic, called in local dialect the 
Duttòur Balanzòn, a reference to the idea of Bologna la dotta, the learned, 
and refl ecting with ironic distance Bologna’s self-perception as a centre of 
academic study. On this occasion he guided the Etruscan visitors through 
the streets of the old city and offered them the opportunity to admire how 
beautiful Bologna had become since their departure many centuries ago. 
Arriving at the Montagnola, the Etruscans demonstrated their gratitude 
for the splendid welcome with a performance of traditional dances and 
sacred rites. Under the impact of this orgiastic Dionysian performance, 
Balanzòn’s men fell passionately in love with the Etruscan women, request-
ing immediate marriage.107 Not used to such a possessive understanding of 
sexual attraction, the Etruscans took up their arms to defend their wives 
and daughters, forcing the Balanzoni to retreat into their castle and setting 
it on fi re. While the Balanzoni were rescued by the local fi re brigades, the 
king of carnival took advantage of the general confusion, escaping with the 
Etruscan queen in a balloon.108

The performance of historical plays, mock sieges and battles represents 
a pattern of Italian carnival since the early modern period.109 Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s study on Rabelais, published in English in 1968, has often been 
used as a model for interpreting humorous manifestations of popular cul-
ture, independent of the specifi c historical context and in particular as a 
way to understand “excess” and the breaking of taboos.110 However, Julio 
Caro Baroja insisted that the traditional idea of carnival was closely related 
to the Christian concept of a succession of collective emotions, of symboli-
cally defi ned seasons throughout the cycle of the year. Thus, the sfrenatezza 
of the carnival season was framed by the allegria familiare of Christmas 
and the repressione of Quaresima, the tristezza comandata during the 
Easter week.111 Traditional carnival was inherently linked to this cycle of 
contrasting emotions. If man stopped considering his life to be determined 
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by supernatural forces and a prescribed cycle of order, the carnival lost its 
original function and meaning. These considerations invite us to be care-
ful when reading modern, re-invented or commercial carnivals in the key 
of pre-modern societies. Carnivals staged by voluntary associations during 
the nineteenth century were integrated in modern concepts of charity and 
as public events connected to municipal policies and associational cultures, 
rooted in liberal concepts of the public sphere. They differ in their signifi -
cance and meaning from the tradition which Baroja described as “fi glio 
del Cristianesimo.”112 Bakhtin himself makes a clear distinction between 
the “culture of folk carnival humour” and “serious offi cial . . . political 
cult forms and ceremonials.” He asserts with reference to the medieval and 
early-modern tradition, that during the carnival there is “no other life” 
apart from the carnival itself, whereas Bologna’s carnival in 1874 was prin-
cipally an aspect of the city’s political and civic culture, and a response to 
the city’s societal transformation.113 Rather than through a pre-modern eth-
nographical approach to popular culture, the events in Bologna should be 
read within the framework of a modern administration and the attempts of 
specifi c urban elites to negotiate complex webs of social identities and politi-
cal interests. The carnival described by Rabelais was a symbolic destruction 
of authority and hierarchy, whereas in Bologna the authorities themselves 

Figure 6.4 Chariot of the Commander. (Emilio Roncaglia, Balanzoneide: descrizione 
dell’ingresso degli Etruschi in Bologna nel carnevale dell’anno 1874. Bologna: 
Zanichelli, 1874) 
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staged the carnival.114 While in Bologna the lay acting served the foster-
ing of a sense of civic belonging, Rabelais’ characters were more than just 
“comic actors.”115 His system of grotesque, bodily images of copulation, 
pregnancy, childbirth and death was symbolic of a cyclical concept of time, 
“the contrary to the classical images of the fi nished, completed man.”116 
The Etruscans were represented as “oriental” but civilised and fashioned 
with an idealised sense of beauty. The references to Bologna’s historic-eth-
nic debates commented on the idea of a linear progression from primitive 
to modern man, a story about man’s perfection, picked with ironic under-
tones, as in the image of the monkey-historians. The anti-Papal tradition 
of carnival in the Romagna,117 as well as the fact that the organizers repre-
sented the city’s liberal establishment, make it unlikely that the depiction of 
historians as monkeys was intended or understood as an endorsement of the 
Church’s anti-Darwinism.

The events were not a spontaneous expression of a popular sentiment, 
but an initiative to promote social cohesion, an expression of a “panem et 
circenses” policy towards the wider citizenry. This is also refl ected in the 
criticism the carnival provoked among the Internationalists, who distributed 
manifestos throughout the city: “Shame on you! We want bread and work, 
not carnival! Down with your bourgeois privileges! Why don’t you starve 
yourselves? The dirty Monitore never speaks out on our behalf. Instead, day 
in day out, it presents nice stories about the Etruscans, you imbeciles!”118

Other political groups distanced themselves from the event as well. The 
Republican Filopanti was concerned that Italy was perceived all over the 
world as a “carnival-nation.” Moreover, he had objections against the 
parade’s “indecent scenes”—warriors “with naked bottoms”; ballerinas 
“dressed only in long veils allowing the naked body to shine through,” 
leading him to speculate whether this was the corps of the local prostitutes. 
Likewise he was concerned about the effect the public rape of the Etruscan 
women could have on young people watching these scenes.119

Several newspapers criticized the carnival society for problems in the 
organisation and for the uncontrolled behaviour of part of the audience, 
people fi ghting for access to the Montagnola and women fainting in the 
midst of the excited crowd.120 Although this criticism was directed specifi -
cally against the carnival society, the Balanzoni were generally perceived 
as an organisation closely linked to the local administration. Occasionally 
they even assumed the impresa of the Teatro Comunale, the fl agship of the 
city’s self-representation. Many of their leading members belonged to the 
city’s political elite and the association was widely perceived as an agent of 
the administration’s cultural policy. With reference to the way power uses 
“circenses to keep the crowds quiet,” Umberto Eco rejects romanticising 
projections on modern carnival as “unfortunately false.”121

The organisers of Bologna’s Great Exhibition in 1888 wanted to further 
explore the popular fascination with early civilisations, this time through an 
Etruscan exhibition explicitly designed for wider, non-academic audiences. 
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For Brizio the event was an occasion to present the region’s “fi rst class Etrus-
can objects, which were even more impressive than those of central Etru-
ria.”122 However, the conservative senator Giovanni Codronchi, president of 
the 1888 committee, forced him to resign and the entire event was cancelled, 
a consequence of disagreements which went back to Brizio’s ancient con-
fl icts with Gozzadini.123 Moreover, the concept of the exhibition had been 
to celebrate Bologna through comparison with materials from the entire 
region, but Brizio had diffi culty obtaining objects from the other cities of 
Emilia Romagna.124 For its fi rst pre-historic exhibition in 1871 Bologna was 
able to obtain objects from all over Italy. But as Pomian remarks, collecting 
is a competitive business.125 Times had changed since 1871 and the generous 
patriotic sentiment predominant during the period following the liberation 
of Rome had passed. Museums had become showcases of their own past, 
which any city tried to keep as treasures of their historical identity and their 
noble ancient origins.

RELIQUARIES OF THE PAST

In his anthropology of collecting Krzysztof Pomian establishes a close rela-
tionship between the sacred and the past, where relics “represented the 
sacred because they were supposed to have come from a personage belong-
ing to sacred history.”126 Bologna’s Museo Civico was an interesting hybrid 
between showcase of the past and reliquary, telling the story of the city’s 
supposed origins through the exposition of funeral objects and sacred 
remains, which Carducci’s poetry and Zannoni’s public use of history had 
made into relics of a mystical past. However, it would be wrong to regard 
the museum too narrowly as a sacred shrine. As Kevin Walsh argues, “the 
foundation of modern museums is essentially a part of the emergence of 
modern ideas regarding order and progress, and the related experiences of 
time and space.”127 They represent a past employed to explain the present 
and the future. Bologna offers ample evidence for this Janus-headed rela-
tionship of the public with its modern reliquaries. The museum served the 
city to make the present meaningful. Since the 1880s, thanks to the research 
and the excavations of men like Gozzadini, Rocchi, Brizio, Zannoni and 
later Ghirardi, Bologna and its Museo Civico became Italy’s most important 
centre for protohistoric studies. Until 1924, when the new soprintendenza 
excluded the Museo Civico from active participation in excavations, Bolo-
gna enjoyed an international reputation as a leading institution in the disci-
pline. Subsequently, recognising Etruscology’s particularistic potential, the 
Fascist regime moved away from pre-historic research, privileging instead 
excavations related to Ancient Rome, following the “desire to forge a mythic 
identity between the Roman past and fascist present.”128

Most public museums have their origin in private collections, of which 
Italy, since the fi fteenth century, was particularly rich.129 The mode of 
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transition from private to public collections illustrates the ways in which 
public agents engaged with the collective past. Bologna possessed several 
collections left to the commune during the eighteenth century, including the 
donations of the Salina family and the famous numismatic collection of the 
Bolognese pope Benedetto XIV. The university inherited the antiquarian 
collection of Count Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli (1658–1730), founder of the 
Istituto delle Scienze in Palazzo Poggi. In 1742 the institute obtained the 
collections of the scientist Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522–1605) and the “museo 
delle meraviglie” of Marquis Ferdinando Cospi (1609–1686). Between the 
late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries Bologna added excavations 
from more than four thousand Villanovan tombs.130 Long before the city 
was able to unite these objects in a single site, these collections attracted the 
interest of scholars from all over Europe and, since the eighteenth century, 
formed the basis for the remarkable development in the teaching of antiq-
uity at the university, including specialised disciplines such as epigraphy, 
numismatics, iconography and early anthropology.131

In 1860, the Bolognese painter Pelagio Palagi, considered one of the city’s 
most illustrious citizens, died at the age of eighty-fi ve in Turin. During his 
time at the court of Carlo Alberto, in addition to his merits as a painter, he 
had acquired fame as an art historian and archaeologist. In his will Palagi 
offered the city of Bologna his collection of Egyptian, Greek, Etruscan, 
Roman and medieval artefacts, a treasure which was regarded at the time as 
one of Italy’s, or even Europe’s, most important private collections. Of par-
ticular interest for Bologna were the Etruscan objects, which the painter had 
collected with the help of the German archaeologist Eduard Gerhard.132 For 
Bologna the acquisition of Palagi’s rich collection marked the beginning of 
a new era regarding the ways in which artistic and historical treasures were 
used for the city’s self-representation. The institution of a public museum 
became a major focus of municipal cultural policy. Palagi’s will determined 
that Bologna would receive the value of one third of his collection as a gift, if 
it paid for the remaining two thirds, estimated at 213,876 Lire.133 In addition, 
Bologna had to cover the custodian’s salary. Hence, in addition to a political 
decision the commune had to take an important fi nancial decision to acquire 
the collection. Palagi asked for a considerable sum of money in a period of 
economic constraints marked by the nation’s war effort and at a time when 
other cultural institutes, like the theatre, lost their long-established public 
subsidies. Gozzadini later referred to Palagi as the “istitutore del Museo Civ-
ico.”134 However, in order to exhibit Palagi’s material the commune’s other 
collections also had to be reorganised and an appropriate site had to be found 
to house the new museum. Above all, a scientifi c rationale had to be devel-
oped, refl ecting the historical and historicising discourse of Bologna’s politi-
cal and cultural elites. The museum had to illustrate Bologna’s extraordinary 
historical and cultural heritage in the wider Italian and European context, 
providing the proofs of an early, pre-Roman italianitá, but also underlining 
the city’s special role in relation to its “sister towns” and to Central Etruria.
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After the discoveries at Villanova in the 1850s Bologna’s excavations 
were discussed among academics all over Europe, attracting the interest not 
only of archaeologists, historians and art historians, but also of early eth-
nologists, anthropologists and, more generally, followers of Darwin’s theo-
ries. As the geologist and later rector of the university Giovanni Capellini 
remembered, it was the association with Darwin’s theories that for a long 
time hindered the investigation of the pre-historic world.135 These ideologi-
cal conditions changed with the liberation of the Legations from the Papal 
regime. Nevertheless, for more than a decade after Unifi cation Bologna’s 
various collections, including the Palagi heritage, were not exhibited in an 
appropriate public museum. Important parts remained inaccessible; oth-
ers were shown under poor environmental conditions in various locations, 
without any historical or pedagogical rationale. Visitors had to rely on the 
goodwill of the university’s academic staff or the municipal librarian to see 
the materials, as was the case for many collections, including some of the 
most famous museums of Europe, where entry was considered a privilege.136 
In 1859 Luigi Frati, municipal librarian and later nominated director of 
the municipal collections as well as secretary of the Deputazione di storia 
patria, presented a plan to the governor of the Legations, Luigi Carlo Farini, 
for a civic museum to be located in an extension between the Archiginnasio 
and the former Ospedale della morte.137 Several years passed during which 
the council discussed a number of different projects for the museum,138 but 
the Moderates’ aversion to public expenditure resulted in general immobil-
ity. As the councillor Bordoni explained, “collecting archaeological objects 
goes beyond the municipality’s mission, which is not to create museums.”139 
Independent private institutions should engage in such projects. With simi-
lar arguments the municipal excavations were criticized, despite the interna-
tional recognition the city gained for its archaeological projects. Important 
excavations in the province were fi nanced privately: the sites of Benacci and 
De Luca, Villanova on the estates of Count Gozzadini, and Marzabotto, 
on the property of Count Giuseppe Aria. Even Zannoni undertook some of 
his excavations out of private initiative.140 The Deputazione di Storia Patria 
endorsed a proposal made by Senator Luigi Torelli, that excavations should 
be fi nanced by “società archeofi le” of private citizens, who were prepared 
to commit themselves to such works in their local communities.141 A change 
in the political circumstances was required should Bologna’s museum ever 
become reality.

THE PAST AS SCIENCE

After years of debate the project for the Museo Civico was realised under the 
short-lived administration of the Democrat Camillo Casarini and inaugu-
rated in 1871. The principal motivation for this initiative came from the city’s 
decision to host the Fifth International Congress of Pre-historic Sciences, the 
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most important international conference to have taken place in Italy since 
Unifi cation and with the foundation of the Bullettino di Paletnologia Itali-
ana in 1875, described as the most important catalyst for Italian research in 
the fi eld.142 Originally planned for 1870, due to the Franco-Prussian War the 
congress had to be postponed until 1871 to make possible the participation of 
French and German academics.143 Casarini’s administration enthusiastically 
supported the idea of holding this important meeting in Bologna and made 
considerable fi nancial efforts to welcome the scientists from all over Europe 
with appropriate splendour. Casarini recognised the potential impact of this 
public celebration of science on the city’s general climate of political and 
cultural change. The evolutionist credo of the congress, the idea that man-
kind had developed from primitive savages to modern man through a steady 
progression, was symbolic of the administration’s vision of society and their 
positivist praise of progress. As Count Gozzadini remarked (in French) dur-
ing the opening of the conference,

The New Science has only recently emerged, but it has progressed at a 
speed worthy of the steam engine. Give it new life; add to it the intel-
lectual means, comparable to the most powerful locomotives, which no 
obstacle can slow down. Make the train of science ever more quickly; 
this is the century of the telegraph: a curse on slowness!144

This was not only a confession of progress but likewise a sign of what the 
philosopher Hans Blumenberg called the “pure fi ction of historical econ-
omy,” an attempt to make the experience of time meaningful.145 Gozzadini, 
using his connections as member of the Upper House, and Minghetti, twice 
prime minister and Bologna’s most infl uential politician during the years 
of the Right, lobbied for fi nancial support from the Italian government. 
The town council released 12,000 Lire, the province and the municipali-
ties of Modena and Ravenna contributed to the organisation of fi eld trips, 
and the railway societies offered special fares to the members of the con-
gress.146 Bologna’s citizenry followed the preparations for the congress with 
great interest and even details of the planning were discussed on a nearly 
daily basis in the local press. The prospect of the conference encouraged 
the administration to invest a further 5000 Lire in its own archaeological 
sites, aiming to present its international visitors with the latest excavations 
and to impress them with avant-garde methods of research.147 Against crit-
ics the councillor Guadagnini underlined “the esteem and the inestimable 
value” of the objects which so far had been discovered. Numerous academ-
ics from all over Europe continuously approached the commune for more 
detailed information on the discoveries, representing a welcome publicity 
for the city and demonstrating how much these works were appreciated by 
the scientifi c community. Similarly, the question of appropriate funding for 
the museum was for many councillors a question of “prestige for our town” 
and a basis for making Bologna a modern centre of tourism.148
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In addition to the opening of the museum, Capellini organised a tempo-
rary exhibition of pre-historic excavations from different regions of Italy, 
for the fi rst time united on a single site and allowing scientists to study and 
compare materials for which they usually had to travel across the penin-
sula. The liberation of Rome, a few months earlier, enabled the organisers 
to include material from the new capital and from Lazio. Over fi fty public 
and private collectors used this occasion to present their treasures.149 For 
Bologna the congress and the exhibition offered a perfect backdrop for the 
inauguration of its museum, overshadowing the opening of the Etruscan 
museum in Florence the same year. Therefore, the organisation of the event 
was also marked by jealousy, campanilismo and municipal competition.150 
Museums in Parma, Florence and Turin refused to make their collections 
available for the exhibition or to cooperate with the conference organis-
ers. The curator of the Museum of the Vatican, the Jesuit Padre Angelo 
Secchi was sympathetic, but did not obtain the necessary pontifi cal dis-
pensation to send materials to the apostate former province.151 Many cities 
did not even have municipal collections: Michelangelo had already been 
inspired by the painted tombs of Tarquinia, one of Italy’s most important 
Etruscan sites, but its municipal collection was only founded in 1875, with 
catalogues of its holdings beginning to appear only during the twentieth 
century.152 During the conference excursions to Modena, Ravenna, and 
Marzabotto underlined Bologna’s self-perception as a new regional capital 
after the political borders between the Papal States and the former Duchies 
had been removed, but the implications of this change of status were not 
always welcome by the smaller towns of the region.

In contrast to the policies of Bologna’s previous Moderate administra-
tions, the Democrats around Casarini intended to promote the image of a 
modern, progressive city, understanding the events organised around the 
congress as part of a civic project to foster a historically informed local and 
national identity. However, its success was based on a local coalition of 
interests which transcended the traditional political milieus.153 For instance, 
not all representatives of the new academic elite like Carducci, Ceneri or 
Filopanti were associated with the Left. A number of local academics had 
close contacts to the Moderate establishment and Bologna’s nobility itself 
contributed considerably to the development of the municipal collections, 
keen to see them united in a proper museum, but at the same time as wit-
ness to their own cultural legacy and their social status. Giovanni Capel-
lini, secretary of the congress, maintained close ties with Marco Minghetti 
as well as with Quintino Sella, himself a geologist and a minister in the 
Moderate government.154 Gozzadini, Salina and others supported the idea 
of the museum for academic reasons, even if they were critical of the city’s 
public commitment to excavations, which challenged their monopoly on 
interpreting the past.

The promoters of the congress and the museum had not only to convince 
Moderate councillors wishing to reduce public spending. Catholic opinion 
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was opposed to the promotion of “la Scienza Nuova” and the evolution-
ary theories about anthropogenesis associated with the Congress. The 
fi rst Italian translation of Darwin’s Origin of Species had been published 
by the Bolognese house Zanichelli in 1864, only fi ve years after the fi rst 
English edition, making Bologna the symbolic capital of Italian Darwin-
ism. Together with Luigi Bombicci, Capellini strongly supported scien-
tifi c research along the lines of Darwin’s theories, against the views of his 
own predecessor, Giuseppe Bianconi, who had resigned from his chair in 
order to avoid taking the oath to the Piedmontese government.155 Bring-
ing together historians, geologists, anthropologists and palaeontologists, 
most academics at the conference were convinced that the human race was 
several hundred-thousand years old.156 Giustiniano Nicolucci, one of the 
fathers of ancient anthropology in Italy, presented a detailed account of 
“pre-historic men in Italy,” which was perceived as an affront to Catholic 
doctrine. Rather than the academic debates about funeral rites and on dif-
ferences between Umbrian and Etruscan decorations of pre-historic pots, 
Nicolucci’s illustration of the impact of Darwin’s theories on the recon-
struction of the past attracted public interest.

This was not the man we know today . . . He was less perfectly formed. 
His type and organisation was inferior to the type and organisation 
we know from the man of historical times. . . . From the small size 
of his skull we are able to conclude that the quaternary man was not 
very tall. He was small, but strong and vigorous. The shoulders dem-
onstrate the strength of his muscles. He was obliged to fi ght for his 
existence, in constant battle with the elements, surrounded by all sorts 
of dangers to which he could only respond with the vigour of his body 
and the strength of his arms. As experience taught him to satisfy his 
needs more easily, man became less and less limited in his possibilities. 
Thus, ridding himself of his own barbarous nature, he arrived at the 
Neolithic age.157

At the time of this colourful and dramatic account of Bologna’s Stone Age 
inhabitants, theological doctrine still posited a biblical chronology of some 
10,000 years since the Creation. Rejecting the idea of evolutionary progress 
altogether, the Church maintained that since its initial creation mankind 
had fallen from a state of grace, rather than progressed. Newspapers like 
Ancora, Rinnovamento Cattolico and L’Unione responded to Bologna’s 
sudden enthusiasm for pre-historic civilisations with long articles about 
“false sciences,” denouncing “the enemies of Moses and Jesus Christ.”158 
The liberal Monitore di Bologna contributed to the debate with a polemical 
front-page attack against “biblical legends” and Catholic “ierofantismo”:

Bologna la dotta—in this city the opposition to superstition and the 
blind faith of the Vatican’s tyranny is still very much alive. The city 
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wishes to support these learned men, who through their long study at 
our alma mater have revealed to us so many important pages of human 
history, pages which time had torn off the eternal book and which had 
been replaced with the stories of the bible.159

On the basis of the plans developed a decade earlier by Frati, the new 
museum occupied fi ve rooms adjacent to the Archiginnasio, containing 
initially only the Palagi collection and materials from the Certosa, but not 
the university’s collection. The curator of the fi rst displays was Ariodante 
Fabretti, the famous professor of archaeology and director of the Museum 
of Antiquities in Turin, a corresponding member of Bologna’s Deputazi-
one. Fabretti was not only known as an expert in Etruscan language, but 
also as a collaborator of Filopanti and Mazzini at the times of the Roman 
Republic.160 He developed his concept for the exhibition in close coopera-
tion with the municipal administration, aiming to present Bologna’s pride 
in its own history in relation to the other civilisations of the peninsula. Fol-
lowing the same criteria he had used for the organisation of the museum 
in Florence, Fabretti decided against the typological organisation of the 
material from Bologna, favouring instead a topological exposition, which 
constituted in two rooms “the nucleus of a museum of local antiquity.”161 
Thus he broke with the antiquarian tradition represented by the noblemen 
like Gozzadini. Brizio compiled the catalogue and Zannoni a detailed 
report on the past excavations. Only Palagi’s collection, originating from 
different places around the world, was organised according to typologi-
cal criteria and kept separate from the local excavations. The showcases 
included many of Zannoni’s photographs and maps indicating the sites 
of the various groups of tombs at the Certosa. In a spectacular operation 
he moved a number of tombs in their entirety, with original human skel-
etons and complete trousseaus, to the museum—something which was 
unprecedented and greatly admired by the international visitors.162 Widely 
advertised through placards and the local press, the museum was opened 
on 2 October 1871.

Although Capellini maintained that the results of war did not over-
shadow the congress, the encounter between French and German sci-
entists was a source of worry in Bologna and critically discussed in 
newspapers.163 Despite the adverse diplomatic circumstances, the confer-
ence brought together academics from virtually every country in Europe 
and also the United States. Germany’s delegation included one of the 
most prominent visitors, the pathologist and anthropologist Rudolf Vir-
chow, collaborator of Schliemann in Troy, to whom Bologna offered a 
special banquet of honour, celebrating “the illustrious representative of 
positive sciences.” His presence exemplifi es the contemporary concept 
of pre-historic sciences as rooted in the natural sciences and the emer-
gence of new academic disciplines leaving behind the literary approach 
which still encompassed the humanities.164 Politically Virchow belonged 
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to the left-wing liberals of the Prussian Chamber of Deputies and was 
internationally recognised as a public intellectual.165 During the Prussian 
Verfassungskonfl ikt of the 1860s, when Bismarck violated the Prussian 
constitution by governing without the chamber, Virchow became the 
chancellor’s most prominent opponent, to the point that Bismarck alleg-
edly proposed to resolve the confl ict outside the sphere of parliamentary 
politics in a duel. Virchow refused this invitation as a matter of principle, 
an event which was widely discussed in the international press, very much 
to the Iron Chancellor’s embarrassment.166 In the context of Bologna’s 
conference and during this crucial period of Italy’s political and societal 
transformation, Virchow stood for the academic’s new public role and for 
a concept of scientifi c method fi rmly based on empirical research rather 
than preconceived doctrine.167

In opposition to the approach of Gozzadini’s generation, Brizio’s and 
Zannoni’s insistence on detailed documentation and comparison of evi-
dence in archaeological research made reference to the same “scientifi c” 
empirical method—a new “culture of truth,” based on research meth-
odologies that would allow the scientist to fi nd the solution to specifi c 
problems through the observation of objective facts. Rather than pur-
suing the interest in particularities, symbolized by Gozzadini’s typo-
logical approach, the scientist’s aim was to understand and to explain 
the entirety of the natural and social environment.168 The same scien-
tifi c beliefs also infl uenced Virchow’s approach to local politics during 
the transformation of Berlin into a modern capital—debates on public 
hygiene, water supply, and the creation of an appropriate urban envi-
ronment for modern men, which similarly animated Bologna’s council 
debates during Casarini’s government. Modern science not only wished 
to understand the world, but also to identify the rules for normative 
action.169 With Rudolf Virchow, Bologna had invited a political and sci-
entifi c icon, paying witness to the idea of Italy’s political, economic and 
cultural resurgence.

The local newspapers welcomed the international visitors on their 
front pages and the mayor published a manifesto reminding his citizens of 
Bologna’s academic reputation and its sense of hospitality. After a parade 
across Piazza Maggiore the participants of the congress, led by the prefect, 
the mayor and other political representatives, entered the Archiginnasio’s 
Aula Magna to the tunes of the municipal band, playing “L’inno delle 
Nazioni,” which its leader Antonelli had arranged on the themes of vari-
ous national anthems integrated into Italy’s Royal March. The streets as 
well as the rooms where the proceedings took place were generously deco-
rated with fl owers, fl ags and coats of arms, and plaques commemorat-
ing the organisation’s previous four conferences.170 The city of Modena 
welcomed the congress for an excursion to the terramare settlement of 
Montale, offering a reception in the town hall, with bells ringing, music 
and speeches. The citizenry fl anked the decorated streets to watch the fi fty 
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coaches carrying the visitors to the sites of the excavations, where after 
a guided tour each member was given permission to collect a number of 
objects as personal souvenirs.171 In addition to guide books on Bologna and 
its new museum, participants were offered a historical map of the region and 
eight academic publications on recent excavations, two of which had been 
translated into French. The programme and summaries of the proceedings 
were published in the local press in French and Italian, even if some journal-
ists criticized the “fashionable” use of French as the sole offi cial conference 
language. Only the use of Latin, proposed by some of the German visitors, 
would have ensured the event’s true “universal” character.172 Crown Prince 
Umberto acted as patron to the congress and attended parts of the proceed-
ings, as did the queen of the Netherlands, described in the press as a person 
of considerable education and academic culture.173 Minghetti, too, and the 
minister of education attended several of the proceedings. For Capellini, the 
involvement of the royal family had been a priority, a sign of commitment to 
the national cause in the former lands of the Church. The radical newspa-
pers and some Republican academics criticized these underlying monarchi-
cal tendencies, but without casting a shadow over the general tenor of the 
event.174 In the mayor’s words, for the fi rst time in centuries a free Italy was 
allowed to present itself along with the other free nations of Europe, each of 
them “contributing to the progress of all.”175 For Casarini, the international 
meeting was the proof that the principle of nationality was not opposed to 
the common good of all, “because it is the sentiment of nationality which 
had been the great and true instrument of resistance against oppression; it is 
the brother, even the father of freedom and civilisation.”

Bologna’s citizenry took great interest in the proceedings of the confer-
ence, the opening of the museum and the way in which the municipality 
represented itself on this occasion. Ernesto Masi, a local historian and close 
collaborator of Casarini, described the event as a “festa civile,” “in which 
the free Italy honoured itself—and European science.”176 Thanking Capel-
lini for the organisation of the event and alluding to the revived univer-
sity, Casarini referred to Bologna as “the ancient mother of science.” The 
Gazzetta dell’Emilia called the conference “una festa della scienza,” leav-
ing behind the backwardness of the Papal regime.177 Testifying to the extent 
to which the local council identifi ed with this new image, all the members 
of the organising board were made honorary citizens, on the same day as 
Richard Wagner was given this honour. The fi rst Italian performance of an 
opera by Wagner, after the conclusion of the conference, but with many of 
the participants still present, was for Casarini a similar sign of the city’s 
cosmopolitan and modern identity.178 The council commented with great 
satisfaction on the publication of a volume commemorating the confer-
ence—published by the Portuguese historian G. da Silva and underlining 
Bologna’s great efforts in welcoming its international visitors.179 The fol-
lowing year Giovanni Capellini presented the offi cial proceedings of the 
conference to the council.180
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A MODERN MUSEUM IN AN ANCIENT SHELL

With the sudden end of Casarini’s administration in February 1872 and the 
return of the Moderate giunta, the initiatives for the creation of a scientifi c 
and historically informed local identity lost their most eminent proponent. 
The museum still exhibited only parts of Bologna’s antiquities. The collec-
tions of the municipality and the university were still separate, and impor-
tant excavations were not yet completed. Hence, for many a bigger museum 
represented a priority in discussions about the city’s self-representation as 
a cultural and academic centre. However, the returning Moderate admin-
istration was determined to make savings in the area of the city’s cultural 
policy, even if the Left continued to lobby for the project. Shortly after 
his resignation Casarini declared “that the decision to suspend the excava-
tions is not well considered. During the recent pre-historic conference our 
excavations attracted the attention of Europe’s entire scientifi c community 
and a suspension could bring the commune under serious criticism.” With 
reference to Italy’s emerging tourist industry Casarini also pointed to the 
museum’s commercial value for the city as a whole.181 In response to his 
passionate intervention a large group of councillors drawn from differ-
ent political groups deliberated further funding for the excavations and 
in 1873 the council took the decision to amplify the Archiginnasio and 
Palazzo Galvani to locate in a single site the municipal collections, the col-
lections of the university, the historical archives and the library.182 The two 
new wings of Palazzo Galvani were designed by Zannoni. In 1878, after 
considerable bureaucratic hurdles, the formal unifi cation of the municipal 
collections with the university’s collections was fi nalised by royal decree, 
thanks to the direct intervention of the new minister of education Francesco 
De Sanctis, who recognised in the museum a major vehicle for the fulfi l-
ment of the State’s educative and moral role in relation to the population 
as a whole.183 Through the unifi cation of the collections the museum was 
transformed from a semi-private institution restricted largely to specialists, 
into an institution for the instruction of the general public, a process that 
marked the development of many public museums during the second half 
of the nineteenth century.184 In one respect Bologna’s Civic Museum dif-
fered considerably from similar projects in other parts of Europe. In France 
cities like Bordeaux, Marseilles and Rouen all constructed their museums 
ex novo, monuments for and symbols of a particular idea of the respective 
cities. The same was true for the new museums of German or Austrian 
provincial capitals like Leipzig or Laibach.185 In Bologna, however, the new 
museum was housed in a historical building. The site itself, the Archigin-
nasio and Palazzo Galvani, represented the monument and the symbol, the 
city’s centuries-old site of study, the shrine of ancient as well as the labora-
tory of modern knowledge. 

Bologna abolished the division of the different collections according to 
their original owners and, following a modern plan, exhibited all objects 
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according to historical periods and geographical origin. The various “stanze 
della antichità” and “museums of wonders” of the old private collections 
were transformed into one of Europe’s most important historical museums. 
The new rooms also allowed for the exhibition of the most recent excava-
tions, material from 991 Villanovan, Gallic and Roman tombs discovered 
at Porta Sant’Isaia (Benacci), the necropolis of the Arsenal and that of the 
Margherita Gardens, fi ve hundred Villanovan habitations, as well as Etrus-
can and Roman houses discovered by Zannoni during road works in the 
Western city. Most recently more than 14,000 Villanovan bronze objects 
had been excavated in Piazza San Francesco, which were exhibited in a 
separate room.186

The new and enlarged museum opened on 25 September 1881, and 
Bologna chose once more an important international event for the inau-
guration, the second Congresso Internazionale di Geologia. On the same 
occasion the new Geological Museum opened its doors to the public, 
coinciding with the founding of Italy’s Società Geologica Italiana, several 
decades after similar institutions had come to life in Britain, France and 
Germany.187 This coincidence of events followed the same scheme as ten 
years before and gave the opening of the museum a remarkable interna-
tional resonance. As the press underlined, even scientists from the United 
States and India came to Bologna for the occasion, and several Austra-
lian representatives participated in the conference as corresponding mem-
bers. Through these initiatives the scholars anticipated the formation of 
a transnational and cross-continental academic community,188 and Bolo-
gna, only a decade after the completion of Italy’s national Unifi cation, 
was proud to be at the forefront of this process.

No comparable museum project had been conceived during the two 
decades since the Unifi cation of Italy, making Bologna’s museum a model 
for similar projects in numerous other Italian cities. Seven rooms were 
divided into Egyptian, Greek, Roman and Etruscan sections. The remain-
ing three rooms were reserved for excavations from Bologna, including a 
general pre-historic section, presenting the local Villanovan and Etruscan 
cultures, and a room for the materials from San Francesco. Objects were 
rigorously organised according to Brizio’s scientifi c criteria and didactic 
intentions. The university’s Institute of Archaeology with its Gipsoteca 
was integrated into the museum.

Particular attention was paid to the decoration of the walls in Salone 
X. Seventy-two meters long, this was by far the biggest room of the 
museum, decorated with scenes of daily life taken from Etruscan tombs. 
Here, the showcase became part of the museological concept itself. Simi-
lar scenes had been conceived in 1837 for the Museo Gregoriano Etrusco 
in Rome and for the British Museum, which was well known to Bolog-
nesi such as Carlo Pepoli, Minghetti, Filopanti, who had spent their exile 
or periods of study in London. The wall paintings were the work of Luigi 



Etruscans, Romans and Italians 159

Busi. A native of Bologna, professor of the Accademia di Belle Arti and, 
since the 1870s, one of Bologna’s most famous painters, he was regularly 
employed for public commissions, including local churches, the Teatro 
Comunale and the Teatro del Corso. However, despite the fact that the 
room hosted the objects relating to the local pre-historic cultures, the 
wall paintings were entirely based on artefacts from central Etruria in 
Tuscany and Lazio, from Tarquinia, Chiusi, Orvieto, Veio and Cervet-
eri. As the local material culture did not offer a similar polychromatic 
spectrum, the idea was meant to underline the links between Bologna’s 
Etruscan settlements and those of central Etruria, a programme on which 
the different archaeologists in Bologna were able to agree.189 During the 
following years the museum’s public and political recognition as an aca-
demic institution of international prestige led to exchanges of duplicates 
and objects with other museums, and to several important donations. 

Count Salina presented the museum with an acclaimed mineralogical 
collection.190 Countess Gozzadini Zucchini, daughter of Giovanni Goz-
zadini, left the city the family’s library, their armoury and the archives 
as well as fi nds from Villanova.191 On his deathbed the count had deter-
mined that his private collection would be kept in a separate room, 
marking his contrast with Brizio’s interpretation of the material.192 In 
the 1890s the museum displayed the Roman funeral inscriptions found 
in the river Reno, and obtained the private collections of Giovanni Ercol-
ani (native American objects) and Giovanni Capellini (3355 pre-historic 
objects from various Italian and European sites).193 In 1911 Ghirardini, 
the museum’s new director, bought Zannoni’s personal archives and a 
sample of his archaeological objects.194

CRAFTING THE NEW ITALY

Rather than objective representations, reconstructions of the past are obvi-
ously always specifi c to the period in which they were crafted and therefore 
provide a major source for researching the spirit of an epoch, refl ecting 
the social, political and cultural structures of societies. Lucien Goldmann’s 
work on the “vision tragique” in the writings of Pascal, Kant and Racine 
shows how the spiritual structures of a particular age determine perceptions 
as a quasi inescapable way of seeing the world.195 Without denying human 
agency, structures specifi c to the nineteenth century infl uence the tropes we 
encounter in researching the writing of Italy’s past after Unifi cation and the 
crafting of national and local identities. As Stuart Hall explained,

identities are about questions of using the resources of history, lan-
guage and culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not 
“who we are” or “where we come from,” so much as what we might 
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become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we 
might represent ourselves.196

This applies to the idea the new generation of professional archaeologists 
had about Italy’s past. What nineteenth-century research in early civili-
sations shared was the ethnic signifi cance attributed to the cultural phe-
nomena discovered in excavations and through linguistic studies.197 Each 
culture had to belong to a distinctive ethnic group which was preceded and 
succeeded by another ethnically defi ned culture. Each people presented its 
own culture, and cultural change or progress came about quasi mechani-
cally, as the consequence of the imposition of an ethnically and cultur-
ally different population. While change through conquest and assimilation 
cannot be excluded, models based on the parallel development of separate 
communities, on cultural-historical evolution or local ethnic formations, 
as discussed in modern Etruscology since Pallottino, only slowly gained 
ground in Italian research on early civilisations.198

The meta-structure behind explanations of historical change in nine-
teenth-century historical tropes can be traced back to the infl uence of Hegel 
on European narratives of the nation. However, the ethnic key employed 
in constructing links with the ancient past developed from the encounter 
between the human sciences, to a large extent still antiquarian, and the natu-
ral sciences, in particular Darwin’s evolutionary theory.199 While the Romans 
were known through the literary tradition, which represented a more general 
European legacy, the pre-Roman tribes were researched through an ethnic 
interpretation of their culture. In this respect it is signifi cant that the 1871 
conference was not dominated by Gozzadini’s approach to collecting or 
Bertolini’s philological school, but by anthropologists, who took the posi-
tivist agenda of the medical and biological sciences as a model, refl ected in 
the public attention given to Virchow’s visit. Understood to be modern and 
scientifi c, this trend was clearly favoured by the Democratic administration 
in charge of staging the event. The new approach to the study of ancient 
cultures therefore corresponds to what Thomas Kuhn has described as “an 
occasion for retooling”: the traditional approach proved no longer capable of 
solving the problems posed by the changing context of research.200

Although aimed at fostering social cohesion and identity, Italy’s writing 
of the past after Unifi cation demonstrates that this process often provokes 
passionate debates within society. The writing of national histories does 
not necessarily refl ect a primacy of national identities over regional or local 
identities. Moreover, different versions of the past were openly contested in 
Bologna after Unifi cation. The Moderate aristocracy, the notabili around 
Count Gozzadini, enjoyed an almost hegemonic position in the region’s 
political and economic structures. However, the impact of the professional 
middle class on the crafting of historical identities illustrates how the poli-
tics of culture served to undermine the Moderates’ position. These politics 
of culture formed the basis for creating the new Italy.



Part III

The City, the Nation and 
European Culture





7 Urban Space and Civic Culture
Representing City and Nation

Che ricordi, che glorie, che presagî di nobile avvenire non contiene 
per gl’Italiani questo vocabolo di Municipio!

(Aurelio Saffi )1

CITY, REGION AND NATION

In December 1866 Bologna’s councillor Ercolani made a recommendation 
to the local administration, that the “municipal clocks should be adjusted 
to the Mean Time of Rome.”2 However, after Unifi cation the cities did 
not simply have to synchronise their clocks. They had also to defi ne and 
to negotiate their relationship as cities to the nation. Bologna claimed a 
prominent place in the young nation-state and within the history of the 
Risorgimento. According to its mayor Gaetano Tacconi, “the Unifi cation 
[of Italy] came into being the day that Vittorio Emanuele offi cially accepted 
the annexation of the Papal provinces.”3 In this perspective the liberation 
of the Legations from the Papal regime appears as the key to Unifi cation 
and the point of departure for redefi ning Bologna’s municipal identity, a 
historically strong but, during most of the nineteenth century, a politically 
suppressed identity.

Carlotta Sorba redefi ned the “century of nationalism” as a “century of 
municipalities.”4 The Milanese Republican Carlo Cattaneo saw the cities as 
the principal agents of Italian history and Quirico Filopanti, in his 1882 Sin-
tesi di Storia Universale, acknowledged their role even in terms of world his-
tory. For the Gazzetta dell’Emilia “il sentimento municipale” stood against 
the triumph of the “principio nazionale.”5 Municipal identities in Italy were 
traditionally fostered by confl icts with other cities and have always existed 
alongside and sometimes in competition with regional identities, defi ned 
either politically, in relation to Italy’s ancient states, or culturally through 
local customs and the use of regional dialects. While modernisation theory 
assumed that national identities would one day replace local identities and 
parochial loyalties, recent work on the relationship between the national and 
the local tries to understand not only “how the nation penetrated the local 
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level,” but also how localness can become “a shaper of nationhood.” Histo-
rians ask about the ways in which “the locality and the concept of localness 
altered, even forged national belonging” (Alon Confi no).6 Celia Apple-
gate has described the German Heimatverbundenheit and the Germans’ 
regional identities after the Unifi cation of 1871 as something private and 
often explicitly non-urban.7 While the concept of Heimat usually imparts a 
moral or emotional connotation to identity,8 municipal allegiances in Italy 
have a strong public and political connotation, fostered through history and 
ancient documents rather than custom and folk tradition. Both regional 
and municipal identities defi ne and re-defi ne themselves also through their 
respective relationship to the nation. Although the relationship between 
national and local identities has only recently become the focus of specifi c 
historical studies, the two are undoubtedly connected. Ilaria Porciani has 
argued that local identities, based either on municipal traditions or on the 
peninsula’s ancient states, did not necessarily confl ict with the formation 
of national identity. This argument tallies with the German experience, 
where local identities often helped to familiarise the population with the 
new nation, understood as a “nation of provincials.” In the case of Italy we 
can speak about a “nation of municipalities.” In this sense local identities 
become a metaphor for the nation.9

The historical legacies of the Papal States complicated the formation of 
regional identity in the former Legations. Local identity, after 1860, had 
to make reference to the city of Bologna rather than to the administrative 
tradition of the Papal State. Even if the Restoration after 1814 did much to 
humiliate the city’s pride, Bologna had a strong tradition of municipal iden-
tity. However, after the liberation Bologna had to adapt to the Savoyard sys-
tem of communal administration, which in 1847 had eliminated the notion 
“city” from its constitutional vocabulary, erasing the nuanced historical 
distinctions between citta,’ borgo and villaggio and referring to a single 
institution, known as the commune.10 From an administrative point of view 
this relegated cities like Bologna to the same level as the numerous smaller 
towns in the region, and thus represented a dramatic change in their juridi-
cal and political status. The new institutional uniformity was presented as a 
step towards administrative modernisation, but de facto it was a challenge 
to the cities’ pride and to their traditional desire for autonomy. In many 
parts of the peninsula the cities had long since lost their constitutional privi-
leges. Annexation by Piedmont did not reverse their loss of status; indeed, a 
careful negotiation between municipal and national identities was required. 
Rather than representing the end of particularism, the administrative “abo-
lition of the cities” resulted in new forms of local particularism.11

One of the protagonists of Italy’s Unifi cation provides us with a concise 
defi nition of the nation. In a speech delivered in 1879 at a secondary school 
for girls, the former Italian prime minister and Bologna’s most infl uential 
Moderate politician, Marco Minghetti, answered Ernest Renan’s famous 
question: “What is a nation?” His statement is representative of the Right’s 
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abstract approach to the issue of national identity, ignoring the people’s 
subjective and lived experience, in which municipal traditions usually 
counted more than the newly imposed national identity. A nation

is a people which inhabits a naturally confi gured territory distinct from 
other territories; which shares a language; which is of the same race, 
which feels in itself the same traditions, customs, affections. Therefore 
the principle of nationality is referred to as the right and sometimes even 
the duty of a nation to form a single, autonomous and independent state. 
Nationality, one could say, is the civil personality of a people; manifest-
ing itself only when the people is conscious of its personality.12

However, this consciousness of the people’s personality was not strongly 
developed among Italians. Minghetti’s speech was more the expression of 
an ambition than an empirically based descriptive defi nition. Moreover, his 
reference to race and culture contradicts Chabod’s theory of Italian nation-
alism as a voluntary pact of foundation, differing in this regard from the 
concepts of ethnicity, blood and soil that informed German nationalism.13 
Several of Minghetti’s criteria can be applied only with diffi culty to the Italy 
of his time; especially the common language, traditions, customs, affections; 
the presence of Slavs, Greeks or Albanians in various parts of the peninsula 
would probably not fi t Minghetti’s own concept of a common race. The 
idea of natural borders was also not unproblematic. While his emphasis on 
customs and tradition might be understood as leaving space for regional 
identities, no mention is made of Italy’s deep-rooted municipal identities.

Unlike the statesman Minghetti, Carlo Pepoli, a former mayor of Bolo-
gna, emphasises the relationship between municipality and nation, which 
had mattered so much to the local protagonists of Unifi cation: “One can 
only be proud of one’s native city if this contributes to the universal pride 
of the nation.”14 Local and regional identities had to be continuously rec-
onciled with national identity, as a letter by Carducci to the Deputazione di 
Storia Patria likewise illustrates:

History of the Commune, of the province, of the region means for us 
to maintain and explain the great tradition in which Roman and local 
elements were mixed, a way to always return and adhere to the great 
mother Italia. She is everything for us and we are all part of her and for 
her. That’s the way one thinks in Bologna and in the Romagna.15

Both Pepoli and Carducci show here the extent to which the nation was 
understood as a multiplicity of municipal identities. In the case of the 
Bolognesi, municipal identity was certainly stronger than regional iden-
tity. Unlike Tuscany, Emilia-Romagna had never been a self-contained unit 
in an administrative or political sense. The so-called provinces of Emilia, 
which were united “for reasons of contingent political necessity” during 
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the course of Unifi cation, comprised three different political entities: the 
former duchies of Parma and Modena as well as the Romagna, historically 
divided by one of the most ancient frontiers in Europe, the border between 
the Papal States and the Empire. While the Romagna was largely defi ned 
in cultural terms and through the use of dialect, its territorial extension 
had been contested since the fi fteenth century. Some observers included 
the cities of Bologna and Ferrara, while others restricted the Romagna 
to the provinces of Ravenna and Forlì and to parts of the provinces of 
Pesaro and Florence. The Papal style of government did little to foster a 
common sense of citizenship among its constituent communities; and the 
relationship between centre and periphery was characterised by a complex 
network of special relations between individual communes and Rome.16 
The French administration had created the Department Reno, which also 
included Bologna. Ambitions to incorporate new territories, such as the 
ancient rivals Modena and Ferrara, were rejected by the French authorities. 
After Unifi cation attempts were made to strengthen regional identity by 
supporting dictionaries and literature in dialect, but for the most part the 
local elites described the language of the Romagna as semi-barbarous.17 A 
link between the former duchies and the Romagna was only created when 
the ancient horizontal line of communication, the river Po, was supple-
mented by the vertical railway link between Milan and Bologna.18 As a 
consequence Bologna never identifi ed with Emilia-Romagna in the same 
way as Florence did with Tuscany.

While Bologna could be proud of its cultural legacy, the Romagna had 
the reputation of  a region of violent, backward and bloodthirsty peasants. 
Only gradually did the nation start to revise this image, in particular after 
the visit of Umberto I in 1888; but a “tradition of subversion” remained 
and not long after the royal visit the events of the “settimana rossa” seemed 
to reinforce the ancient stereotypes.19 This is why municipal identity, in the 
case of Bologna, hardly had to compete with regional identity. Only the 
rare advocates of legitimist reaction to the nation-state still deplored the 
disappearance of the Papal regime and saw the former Legations as part of 
the historic land of Saint Peter.

When in 1860 Marco Minghetti, at the time minister of interior, tried to 
alter Piedmont’s centralised administration and to introduce more regional 
autonomy, not even the Moderates from Bologna supported his plans. 
Despite being an example of failed legislation, his project for a decen-
tralised administration based on independent provinces and regions, rep-
resents an interesting attempt to reconcile regional and national identities. 
“French centralism is a product of [France’s] history,” Minghetti wrote, 
while the history of Italy seems to indicate a different development . . . . ”20 
In his view, the trend towards the oppressive centralisation of state and 
territory, already visible under the ancien régime, served to destroy the 
life of the cities and provinces. Instead, he proposed the region as a new 
administrative unit, “a permanent consortium of provinces,” in charge of 
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the maintenance of streets and rivers, responsible for public works, higher 
education, artistic institutions, archives, and so on.21 However, the project 
was opposed by the Piedmontese and got only half-hearted support from 
Cavour, who died before the debate in parliament. At a time when the 
government feared to lose the mezzogiorno, any idea of regional autonomy 
seemed out of place.22

At home in Bologna Leone Carpi criticized the plans for administrative 
decentralisation out of fear of political extremists on the periphery, believ-
ing that Italians lacked the necessary sense of responsibility for self-gov-
ernment.23 Moreover, there was no historical-political basis for a regional 
identifi cation with Emilia-Romagna. Bearing in mind Bologna’s strong 
municipal tradition the proposal still contained too much central control, 
while the former duchies of Emilia resented the idea that Bologna would 
assume the role of a regional capital.24 These disputes over the administra-
tive role of specifi c cities had traditionally fl ared up throughout Italy, for 
instance in Sicily, where Noto and Modica challenged the role of Syracuse 
as “capoluogo.”25 Even the Liberals in Florence, despite their strong Tuscan 
identity, rejected the idea of the region as an administrative unit, seeing it 
as an impediment to the kingdom’s unifi cation and as a threat to commu-
nal freedom.26 Instead, the centralising and authoritarian Piedmontese law 
of 1859 was extended to the entire kingdom. La Marmora’s 1865 legisla-
tion on the communal administration further reinforced centralisation and 
imposed a rigid control over the periphery. Both laws were passed without 
discussion in parliament. Romanelli called this the “liberal dictatorship,” 
which for the following decades characterised the relationship between cit-
ies and state without taking account of local or regional particularities. 
In Bologna both the democratic and the clerical opposition criticized the 
Moderates in parliament for this “mortifi cation of local identity.”27

With no constitutional basis for the development of regional identities 
and despite the suppression of the cities’ desire for autonomy, municipal 
identity assumed an important role after Unifi cation. For the local political 
elites an emphasis upon the nation’s municipal tradition became the only 
way to reconcile local and national identities. In the cities’ offi cial rhetoric 
after Unifi cation the nation’s municipal entities recovered a natural relation-
ship between each other, which in the imagination of the Risorgimento had 
once existed, but had then been destroyed as a result of foreign dominion. 
Carducci illustrates this idea, recalling the times “when evil dominion more 
than the Apennines kept us, people from Bologna and Tuscany, divided, and 
on both sides of the Apennine the ruling law was the will of foreign weap-
ons.”28 “L’Italia delle cento città,” an idea dating back to Ancient Rome, 
informed national identity after Unifi cation, understood as the experience 
and heritage of the nation’s cities.29 However, the Italian cities had a long 
tradition of competing for administrative and judicial authority. Not far 
from Bologna, during the times of the Cisalpine Republic, Reggio Emilia 
wanted to cast off the rule of Modena, and Piacenza that of Parma. In 1808, 
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Napoleon integrated the Marches into the Kingdom of Italy, but divided the 
provinces of Urbino, Ancona, Macerata and Camerino into three depart-
ments. This merely served to exacerbate entrenched campanilismo and 
municipal discontent. Ancient arguments were employed to oppose the 
new administrative units: Recanati argued against the attachment of Porto 
Recanati to the province of Loreto, invoking privileges originally obtained 
under Frederick II. As Steen Bo Frandsen has shown, most of Napoleonic 
Italy was driven by similar struggles for infl uence.30 Unifi cation provoked 
and revived exactly the same animosities. Marco Minghetti regretted these 
struggles and hoped that instead “the Italian cities would compete to sur-
render their ancient privileges.”31 The general situation of the Italian cities 
after 1860 was characterized by their subordination to the centre. Local 
politicians, who shared liberal convictions and had no choice but to accept 
Unifi cation, strove to build a relationship between their cities and the mon-
archy, regularly referring to the contribution their cities had made to the 
political Unifi cation of the nation. The predominant view was that not the 
people, but the cities of Italy had fashioned the nation-state.

In October 1861, Bologna’s fi rst mayor, Marquis Luigi Pizzardo, offered 
the commune a portrait of King Vittorio Emanuele II, “to commemorate 
the day on which, for the unity of Italy, Bologna gave itself to its elected 
king.”32 Similar ideas emphasising the cities’ role as the historical actor of 
the Risorgimento were expressed on the occasion of Vittorio Emanuele II’s 
death in 1878: “Like the other Italian cities, Bologna owes its freedom to 
him. Thanks to him Bologna was in a position to join the other cities form-
ing together the unity of the nation.”33 During the funeral in the Roman 
Pantheon the cities of Italy were central to the national symbolism and, in 
the shape of banners and coats of arms, dominated the offi cial iconography 
of the ritual.34 References to Italy’s ancient states were avoided, despite 
the fact that the plebiscites had been held within the borders of the former 
states and not on a municipal basis. The only exceptions permitted were 
references to the ancient origins of the Savoyard dynasty, despite the fact 
that at the court, for a long time, the use of French dominated over Italian 
or Piedmontese. As Minghetti declared in a commemoration for Victor 
Emanuel in 1879,

beneath the lowering rocks of the Alps, a dynasty, more ancient and 
illustrious than any other in Europe . . . remembered the spirit of Italy, 
which had long been dead elsewhere. It began to prepare the long way 
ahead for better times, thoughtfully and with military discipline. . . . 
During the three centuries of our decline and foreign domination, this 
dynasty had nurtured its people and cultivated its native virtues.35

Bologna had to secure its place within this young nation-state, and to win 
recognition as one of its leading cultural centres. In this enterprise it found 
itself in competition with Florence, the kingdom’s political capital after 
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1864.36 Milan was more inward-looking than Florence or Bologna, but 
with its print industry and its sixteen theatres it constituted a major cultural 
centre.37 Turin remained strongly associated with the monarchy, even after 
it lost its status as the kingdom’s capital, an event violently opposed by the 
local population. The ensuing protests left two hundred people injured and 
several killed during confrontations with the army.38 Even Naples, despite 
being disparaged as backward and “un-Italian” by the fathers of Unifi ca-
tion, could claim a special status as the peninsula’s only city that during 
the eighteenth century had the feel of a capital, one of the most splendid 
in Europe.39 In order to assert its place Bologna’s administration spon-
sored municipal representation at national or international exhibitions, for 
instance in Nürnberg (1884), Rome (1886), Turin and Dresden (both in 
1911). In 1888, on the occasion of the eight-hundred-year celebrations of 
its university, Bologna promoted its own great exhibition, pitted against 
the international Vatican exhibition the same year. As the Milanese exam-
ple of 1881 demonstrates, the objective of such exhibitions was not just to 
present industrial progress, but also an idea of “urban modernity” gener-
ated through civic and municipal institutions.40 At the 1884 Esposizione 
Generale Italiana in Turin, Bologna put the emphasis on its prehistoric cul-
tures, presenting itself as the origin of the Italic civilisations.41 In 1899 one 
of Bologna’s fi rst cinematographic events was the performance of a short 
fi lm about the third exhibition of fi ne arts in Venice, predecessor of the 
famous Biennale. According to the audience, the fi lm’s most remarkable 
scene was a brief appearance by Bologna’s town mayor, Alberto Dallolio.42

MEN, WOMEN AND CIVIC CULTURE

Croce argued that after Unifi cation associations constituted a vital element 
in the country’s political and moral life.43 Bruno Tobia, in his analysis of 
the 1884 national pilgrimage to the tomb of Vittorio Emanuele II, has dem-
onstrated how the municipality became a voice and an organisational link 
between the nation and the organisations of civil society, in particular vol-
untary associations.44 Voluntary associations are typical forms of middle 
class sociability, representing a fertile ground for the emergence of a pub-
lic sphere. Moreover, membership in associations is often regarded as an 
entrance ticket into local politics.45 However, in many parts of Italy these 
structures of civil society took a long time to develop or they disappeared 
shortly after Unifi cation; and even if associations included “aristocratici” 
as well as “borghesi,” they often “reinforced the persistence of two paral-
lel but distinct classes.”46 Rifl e clubs, or “societá di tiro a segno,” created 
in the years immediately after Unifi cation, were socially more inclusive in 
their membership, even if they were presided over by the local notabili.47 
As democratic institutions of civic education and inspired by Garibaldi’s 
concept of a nation in arms, initially they were strongly represented in the 
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province of Bologna. However, in his groundbreaking study Gilles Pécout 
has demonstrated the decline, since the mid-1860s, of this particular form 
of voluntary associations. Remerging during the 1880s, they had lost their 
progressive and democratic ethos in representing the nation. In 1868 Il 
Monitore di Bologna complained that the “total lack of associational cul-
ture” represented a vital problem for the nation.48

Before Unifi cation the Papal regime hindered the development of asso-
ciational forms of sociability in the Papal States. Felicité de Lamennais 
described Rome during the restoration period as a “city of death”: “Public 
life does not exist; there is nothing that could animate any noble activity, 
nothing social. . . . Going to church represents the principal form of socia-
bility for Italians. Their society is constituted by their churches. . . . Is this 
a people? Is this a patria?”49 Leopardi provides us with similar accounts of 
his experiences.50 Despite the liberalisation under Pio IX, the Papal States 
missed the social structures that according to Maurice Agulhon are respon-
sible for the conversion of a passive and reactionary society into a politicised 
and revolutionary one. While since 1848 “circoli popolari” and institutions 
of political socialisation developed to some extent in the smaller towns of 
the Romagna,51 Bologna was more strongly affected by police control. In 
his memoirs Minghetti mentions the reading room of the Società medico-
chirurgica, which tried to evade the spies of the Papal police and provided 
access to political newspapers. But censorship set narrow limits to freedom 
of expression and even references to Galileo Galilei were still forbidden.52

Emilia-Romagna had a tradition of freemasonry, of mutual aid and pro-
fessional organisations.53 Nevertheless, compared to other European soci-
eties a wider ranging associational culture remained underdeveloped. It 
was the aristocracy rather than the middle classes which animated clubs, 
salotti di cultura or circoli. The Società Agraria, for example, was an exclu-
sive meeting point for Bologna’s most distinguished families.54 Since the 
1830s Minghetti had organised a fortnightly academy of literature in his 
parents’ home, called Amatori delle muse, but this remained a private cir-
cle for the offspring of the better families.55 In most cases recreational or 
cultural associations, such as the Società del Quartetto or the Società del 
Casino, were restricted to Bologna’s notables. As an Austrian police report 
noted, the Italian casino had little in common with the politically advanced 
circles in Germany or England. According to this same report, Italians 
rarely received at home, and used the generally very expensive casino for 
their evening entertainments, to play games, to smoke and to laugh.56 Due 
to its un-political character the casino contributed little to the formation 
of a public sphere. Many Italians knew modern forms of sociability only 
from journeys to France, Britain, Germany and Switzerland. It was on the 
basis of this experience that Filippo Buonarroti wrote in 1831 his Principij 
fondamentali di Sociabilità.57 In Rome, even after the liberation, setting 
up a salotto proved diffi cult, as the majority of noble families remained 
loyal to the pope and saw this kind of sociability as a habit of the northern 
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cities, associated with the national movement.58 Before the times of Queen 
Margherita, literary circles or salotti di cultura were practically unknown 
in Rome; and in the Legations the situation was not much better.

Fear of crime also hindered the development of sociability and the public 
sphere. The mysterious secret society of the Settembrini, which allegedly 
was founded during the 1848 revolution, was credited with over two thou-
sand murders in the region.59 As Minghetti remembers in his memoirs, dur-
ing the summer in villa they were regularly menaced by brigands headed 
by the famous Passatore, who “emptied houses and castles, violated the 
women and committed any crime imaginable. . . . The Austrian command-
ers showed little interest, the Papal troops were impotent, a motley crowd 
without discipline and order, ridiculed by the people.”60 As a result of this 
general feeling of depression Rodolfo Audinot feared for the ultimate suc-
cess of the Legations’ liberation. During the early summer of 1859 he wrote 
to his friend Minghetti about the atmosphere that marked the last weeks 
of the Papal regime:

I no longer recognised our home. Discouragement and humiliation 
reigns, so that any endeavour, any thought is determined by the same 
sad feeling, which is fear. The disillusionment of the past, the lessons of 
ten years of police-courts now show results: People have no faith. Rather 
than enthusiasm it is mistrust which determines the situation. In addition 
to these general conditions we have the problem that the inspired youth is 
away now, fi ghting in the Italian army. . . . You will understand that . . . 
discouragement is a natural reaction. It is the fear of falling back into the 
clutches of the priests, as has happened so many times before.61

Minghetti himself wrote to Cavour about the “utterly subdued” mood pre-
vailing in the Legations.62 Lacking basic structures of sociability, it was 
hard to involve wider strata of society in the project of Unifi cation. This 
explains why the liberation of Bologna was in the end marked by anarchy 
and an implosion of all structures of public order, a situation which Ming-
hetti’s diaries vividly depict.63

Since Unifi cation the number of associations increased throughout 
Italy. With the development of political parties the region around Bologna 
became the “laboratory of the country’s politicisation.”64 However, many 
associations listed in the prefects’ registries represented primarily economic 
interests, often defending the hegemony of the landed aristocracy against 
the rising middle classes.65 Others were associations for mutual assistance, 
craft corporations and workers cooperatives, not necessarily an expres-
sion of middle class sociability. The Republican and Socialist associations 
from the Romagna politicised rural workers and artisans, with a limited 
effect on the cities. The associations which were open to the middle classes 
were usually dominated by the infl uence of patricians. In 1886 Bologna’s 
association of engineers organised only 50% of the profession. Only 33% 
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of the local medical doctors belonged to the medical profession’s mutual 
aid association.66 According to a national statistic of 1894, only about 
15% of a total of 9,379 registered voluntary associations pursued leisure 
activities; the large majority were mutual aid organisations.67 In Bologna 
the opening of a number of traditionally aristocratic associations, like the 
Società di Casino, tended to attract only the upper strata of the middle 
classes, which in their cultural habitus were suffi ciently assimilated to the 
aristocratic life style.

Efforts to win municipal backing for attempts to stimulate civil society 
were often rejected, on the grounds that the commune could not afford 
them. In 1864 the Society for the Protection of Fine Arts, headed by Count 
Giovanni Malvezzi Medici, asked the commune for fi nancial support, but 
the mayor Marquis Gioacchino Pepoli took the view that such initiatives 
were not the municipality’s business. Moreover, “if we give in to one such 
request, we can hardly refuse similar ones which will follow.”68 Under these 
circumstances it seems remarkable that the society, between its foundation 
in 1854 and 1866, displayed a total of 869 works. The minister of education 
and the king bought several works of art at the association’s exhibitions. 
Unlike similar associations in other Italian towns Bologna’s Società Pro-
tettrice invited artists from all over Italy, symbolising, in the words of its 
president, the “political fraternization of the Italian peoples” through the 
arts.69 Nevertheless, as with so many of Bologna’s associations, the società 
remained throughout its lifetime an exclusive circle for the better families.

The council was more easily persuaded to support civic initiatives if 
“panem et circenses” was offered to the lower strata of society. The car-
nival society Duttòur Balanzòn, known from the Etruscan carnival men-
tioned in the previous chapter, was founded in 1867 and presided over by 
Count Malvezzi, a former head of the provisional administration during 
the transition of 1859 and mayor in 1872. The local carnival gained a new 
lease on life in 1860 when the government conceded the use of masks, pre-
viously forbidden by the Papal regime.70 As the mayor explained, the soci-
ety’s festivities would be “much appreciated by the popular classes” and 
would “stimulate local industry. Their honest activities do not only lighten 
the public mood, they also foster the material development of the popular 
classes.”71 As outlined in its programme, the society aimed at “promoting 
and co-ordinating public entertainment, to favour commerce and industry 
and to co-operate with public welfare.”72 As the monthly membership fee 
of one Lira was not suffi cient to provide the funds for its vast programme 
of activities, the council contributed 1000 Lire to its initiatives, including 
carnival parades as well as banquets and masked balls for the wealthier 
citizens.73 Not only the Church, but also the Left criticised this kind of 
public entertainment. For the Internationalists it was a waste of money;74 
the Republican Filopanti suggested investing these sums in public welfare;75 
and Aurelio Saffi  thought that carnival should be abolished altogether, as it 
“corrupts people . . . and underlines the contrast between those who enjoy 
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and those who suffer, between those who laugh and those who cry, those 
who see their lives as an orgy and those dying of starvation and hunger.”76

Compared to England, France and Germany, chamber music associa-
tions or amateur orchestras were less developed in nineteenth-century Italy. 
However, Bologna was an important centre for brass bands.77 In addition 
to the municipal band and several bands belonging to the Church, there 
were three professional bands of about forty-fi ve musicians each, which 
performed an average of forty-fi ve concerts per year, providing an income 
of between sixty-fi ve and seventy Lire for each musician.78 In 1868 the 
municipal fi remen formed a brass band, an initiative welcomed by the 
council, although no subsidies were forthcoming.79 The concerts of these 
bands were the most important popular entertainment Bologna had to 
offer throughout the year.

Sport clubs for the middle and lower classes developed later than in Eng-
land or Germany.80 In 1860 the municipality offered a prize for the horse 
races organised by the Società per le Corse dei Cavalli.81 However, when 
in 1862 and 1863 the society asked again to assign a prize for the races, 
the council refused to see “any utility in this initiative.”82 Bologna had its 
own ancient ball game, giuoco del pallone, and in 1822, mainly for this 
purpose, the municipality had built a proper arena, designed in classical 
style by the architect Giuseppe Tubertini. The same arena was also used 
for popular entertainments with acrobats, exotic animals, or for aeronautic 
performances.83 However, in the council’s view the ball game resulted in 
too many injuries. In particular the spectators needed to be protected

from the dangers of veritable misfortunes. . . . It is correct that the 
game might not impress peoples who are used to much more ferocious 
entertainments, for example bull-fi ghts. Nevertheless, in Italy, with its 
more gentle customs, security measures are to be recommended.84

While the relevant municipal Deputazione wished to abolish the games 
altogether, the council, after controversial debates, decided to invest into 
fences to protect the spectators.

Following the example of the German Turnvereine and supported by 
the Republicans, Bologna had two gymnastic societies. Since Francesco de 
Sanctis’ early interest in physical education,85 it was traditionally the Left 
which supported public sports and in particular gymnastics. However, for 
the Moderate municipality in Bologna it became a question of prestige to 
be involved in regional and national gymnastic competitions, leading the 
local government to sponsor the organisation of such events.86 The Mod-
erates’ support altered the meaning of public exercise, which Mazzinians 
and the Socialist Labour movement now attacked, shouting “Abbasso lo 
sport!” and ridiculing organised sport as “the body’s violent response to 
the unproductive idling of the propertied classes.”87 At the end of the 1890s 
the municipality gave Bologna’s Gymnastic Society 1000 Lire to build a 
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swimming pool on the Reno Canal, equipped with hundred-meter lanes 
and changing facilities.88 According to the Moderate mayor Dallolio, the 
clubs: “give the town confi dence in its own strength . . . and encourage 
other forms of private initiative, which a forward-looking administration 
should support.”89 By the 1880s Bologna’s Moderate governments under-
stood the importance of leisure activities and associational culture for the 
city’s well-being. If only for economic reasons, Bologna now also showed 
an interest in equestrian sport as a support for local animal breeding, 
cattle trade and fairs. Such initiatives would strengthen private enterprise, 
encourage the tourism industry and foster the economic development of 
the population. Bologna’s bicycle club Veloce was originally an aristocratic 
initiative, similar to the clubs in Florence or Turin, but unlike most societ-
ies, open to women.90 Only when the middle classes and the lower strata of 
society discovered the bicycle was this new sport redefi ned as an activity for 
the common people and unsuitable for the female body.

From the late 1880s new associations of middle class initiative emerged, 
such as Alberto Barberi’s association for the protection of animals.91 The 
Society for Cremation initiated during the 1880s a lively public debate on the 
societal advantages of cremation. Supporters included Il Resto del Carlino, 
which saw cremation as a modern response to a major social problem, but 
also the eccentric Catholic Giuseppe Ceri.92 The public authorities praised 
the hygienic implications of the practice and eventually also the criminolo-
gists withdrew their initial opposition. The main opponent remained the 
Church.93 In the council debate on subsidies for a Crematorium Count Zuc-
chini maintained that the commune should not support initiatives which 
clashed with the customs of its own citizens. Only one in a thousand Ital-
ians would wish to be cremated.

The general feeling is against this, a feeling, which is rooted in customs, 
in traditions, in religious beliefs, as proved by the penultimate census 
in which an impressive majority, 99% of the population, described it-
self as Catholic. If Catholicism gradually diminishes in daily life, this 
changes when it comes to questions of death. Bologna never has more 
than ten or twelve purely civic funerals per year.94

Nevertheless, founded in 1880, the society soon boasted two hundred fi fty 
members and after 1889 the number of cremations in Bologna quickly rose 
to about twenty-fi ve per year.95 As to its social composition, it was one of the 
few societies in Bologna dominated by the middle classes. Of 622 cremations 
between 1889 and 1914, a total of 96 bodies were registered as deceased 
landowners, compared to 265 representatives of the liberal professions, civil 
servants, businessmen and academics. Jews and free-masons represented an 
important group among the fi rst cremations. Many members were known 
to be Democrats or Republicans and had close links to the Società Operaia, 
which in line with the majority of the European Labour movement declared 
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itself in favour of cremation. The name of Andrea Costa, Italy’s fi rst Socialist 
deputy in parliament, appears in the society’s register of 1910 in red ink.96 
The inauguration of the Crematorium was attended by representatives of the 
giunta, the council, the public authorities and other crematory societies. The 
mayor himself was not present, fearing confrontations with the Church at a 
time when the fi rst Catholics were about to join the council’s Conservative 
majority. Nevertheless, the municipal band played on the occasion, as if to 
mark the inauguration’s offi cial character.97 In 1899 the council recognised 
the society’s status as a registered charity, against the will of its own cleri-
cal-conservative council majority.98 Only the Fascist regime declared itself 
explicitly against cremation. The society was also one of the few associations 
which allowed women to join, even if prior to 1914 only 123 women were 
cremated as against 499 men. 

Women only slowly assumed a more visible position in public life. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, Bologna’s politics of culture were strongly gendered. Cultural 
politics were made by men and produced an image of the city and the nation 
created by men. This was not only the consequence of the way in which politi-
cal representation was organized, but also of the gendered character of the 
emerging public sphere. Only gradually, towards the end of the century, was 
the public position of women strengthened, partly through their role in the 
educational system. In 1870, of seventy primary teachers in Bologna thirty 
were female, corresponding to the national trend in the provision of primary 
education. However, for the commune this was also a way of saving money, as 
salaries of female teachers were legally bound not to exceed two-thirds of the 
salaries of equally qualifi ed male teachers.99 Several new women’s associations 
were founded, most of which were engaged in charitable activities or in public 
welfare, just as aristocratic women during the Risorgimento had been.100 In 
1912 the Bolognese councillor Manaresi argued for the fi rst time that for each 
street named after an illustrious man another street should commemorate a 
woman noted for her achievements in the arts or the sciences.101

So far as political associations are concerned, we fi nd women largely 
confi ned to the extreme Left, with fi gures such as Violetta Dall’Alpi, 
Giuseppina Cattani, Argentina Bonetti and most prominently Anna Kulis-
cioff, playing an important role in the local Internationalist and Social-
ist organisations.102 At the start of the 1890s the Propaganda Committee 
for the Improvement of the Female Condition exerted some infl uence on 
public debates in Bologna, but the group also included several infl uential 
men.103 Although its political tendency was described as “fi losocialista,” 
many of its activities attracted women of middle class background. Among 
its initiatives were lectures on women’s history, female suffrage, and on the 
role of women in the liberal professions. Although in 1881 the fi rst Italian 
woman passed her juridical exams, women were still excluded from exer-
cising the profession. From 1882 onwards Carducci accepted women for 
exams in the humanities and the Committee’s treasurer, Elisa Norsa Guer-
rieri, became the fi rst Bolognese woman to graduate with a higher degree 
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in science (1894), but these women only played a limited role in shaping the 
city’s image of itself. The Committee maintained close links with Il Resto 
del Carlino, which shared its concerns and regularly reported on its meet-
ings. The newspaper was the fi rst to publish a regular column for female 
readers, written by a woman signing herself Miss Liza; and from 1886 
the paper’s frontispiece featured a smoking woman reading a newspaper.104 
Among those who attended the Committee’s meetings were well-known 
Republicans and Socialists, like Aurelio Saffi  and Andrea Costa, Carducci 
and Pascoli. However, the Committee’s political orientation and its rela-
tionship towards the Church led to divisions on the question of whether 
women should be advocates of revolutionary change or guardians of tradi-
tion. Beyond Socialist and academic circles the Committee hardly enjoyed 
any infl uence and was therefore dissolved after three years, its outstanding 
funds going to a professional school for women.

Considering that even Italian coffeehouse culture was described by con-
temporaries as a largely masculine affair,105 women scarcely had any place 
at all in Bologna’s public sphere. As a typical meeting point between private 
and public spheres, coffeehouses offset the general lack of associational 
culture in Bologna and they had the advantage of not having to comply 
with Italy’s restrictive law on associations.106 While Paolo Macry’s analysis 
of prefectorial records in Naples suggests that politics hardly played a role 
in the coffeehouse conversations, in Bologna they tended to divide along 
social and political lines.107 Since the Risorgimento the Caffè della Fenice 
had been a meeting point for Italian patriots. The former Caffè Ungherese, 
renamed the Caffè dei Cacciatori after the end of the Austrian occupation, 
was a meeting point for the educated middle classes, Democratic or Repub-
lican academics and artists, including Carducci, Panzacchi and later Pascoli. 
Although the clientele was predominantly male, its owner was a woman. 
Carducci’s circle of academics, journalists and poets also met in Zanichel-
li’s bookshop, under the Portico of the Archiginnasio. 108 The melomanes, 
Wagnerians, Rossiniani and supporters of Verdi, fought in the Caffè delle 
Scienze,109 while the Caffè dell’Arena, orginally attracting the artists and 
employees of the surrounding theatres, became a meeting place for the crit-
ics of “Crispi’s dictatorship.” Other coffeehouses in Bologna fulfi lled the 
function of small groceries, attracting a wider mixture of social classes.110 
Considering how diffi cult it was for Bologna’s middle classes to break into 
the political hegemony of the local Moderates, these informal structures 
of sociability assumed particular importance. Discussions in these circles 
helped to coordinate political strategies and to strengthen local and social 
identities. The circle around Carducci, initially hardly interested in music, 
became the nucleus of the local Wagnerians and it was Carducci’s friend 
Zanichelli, who in 1872, during the most controversial debates about la 
musica del futuro, published Panzacchi’s infl uential pamphlet in favour of 
Wagner.111 Thus, informal circles laid the groundwork for a major shift in 
musical taste among the cultural elites.
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NATIONAL CRISIS AND MUNICIPAL SOLIDARITY

For the municipalities, one important way of communicating a sense of 
belonging to the nation was solidarity with the victims of natural disasters 
in the different regions of Italy. As Dickie and Foot have demonstrated in 
their study on social, political and cultural responses to disasters in mod-
ern Italian history, such moments “test the social fabric and the political 
system to their limits.”112 While most research in disaster studies concen-
trates on the reactions of the immediate victims or the initiatives of the 
state in such situations, these moments also offer insights into the “imag-
ining” of national communities through acts of solidarity.113 Cities would 
compete for the honour of being the fi rst to help or the most generous. 
Floods, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions allowed the nation to develop 
a sense of responsibility for people about whom they knew hardly any-
thing and whose regional languages or dialects they were often unable to 
understand. Not the nation, but the municipalities became the main politi-
cal actor in these situations and even cities far removed from the disaster 
accepted these situations as a symbolic challenge to which they had to 
respond, immediately and with generosity, in most cases starting with an 
emergency meeting of the council to allocate funds to assist the victims. 
In February 1862 and in May 1872 Bologna’s council approved budgets of 
5000 and 1000 Lire respectively to help the victims of the eruptions of the 
Vesuvius, substantial sums considering the legal constraints on munici-
pal budgets imposed by central government.114 In 1908, earthquakes in 
Messina and Reggio Calabria, described as “the world’s most lethal ever 
seismic event,” resulted in an urgent meeting of Bologna’s town council, 
during which the commune wished

to give an example of practical and effective solidarity with the un-
fortunate populations. Today there are two pressing necessities: fi rst, 
to meet the most urgent needs of our unhappy brothers . . . , the sec-
ond that the whole town expresses its solidarity with the unfortunate 
people.115

A similar initiative was taken in 1915 after earthquakes in large parts of 
Central Italy, when Bologna’s town council allocated the sum of 20,000 
Lire to help the families of the victims.116 These situations demonstrate 
that practical assistance was as important as the municipalities’ symbolic 
expression of solidarity, especially when the state and the military were 
charged with incompetence in face of the suffering.117 It is in historical 
moments such as these that the imagined community was felt to be a real-
ity. During the fi rst years after Unifi cation some municipalities also sup-
ported the victims of brigantaggio and of organised crime in the South, 
for which Bologna set up a special committee chaired by Count Malvezzi. 
This activity not only fostered feelings of solidarity, but also confi rmed 
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negative stereotypes of the South, despite the fact that at the time the press 
reported almost daily on the same forms of crime in the Romagna.118

TERROR AND NATIONAL IDENTITY

The assassination of the French president Sadi Carnot in 1894 by the 
Italian Sante Caserio aroused heated emotions in Italy. As Bologna’s 
council remarked,

After the French, we are offended the most by this dreadful deed. It 
seems natural and legitimate that honest condemnation of such an 
atrocity should be more vivid here than anywhere else, and that we 
communicate openly and rigorously our sorrow for the victim and our 
horror at the murderer. . . . People like this might have been born under 
our skies, but they do not represent Italy!119

Italy, and Bologna in particular, had to come to terms with the reputation 
for politically motivated crime on an unprecedented international scale. 
Already before Unifi cation, Italian anarchists had made several attempts 
on the life of the French emperor. In 1858, Felice Orsini, a student from 
Bologna who was personally acquainted with Minghetti, was held respon-
sible for the attempt on the life of Napoleon III.120 Carnot’s assassination 
had been preceded by an unsuccessful attempt on the Italian king Umberto 
I shortly after his accession to the throne in 1878 and was followed by a 
whole series of similar events involving Italian terrorists. The same month 
several bombs exploded in Roman government buildings and an anarchist 
from Lugo, near Bologna, attempted to kill the prime minister Crispi. When 
Russian Socialists assassinated Alexander II in 1881 Italy feared that public 
manifestations of sympathy for the Tsar might provoke anti-monarchical 
demonstrations.121 The following year the Republican Guglielmo Oberdan 
from Trieste attempted to assassinate the Austrian emperor Franz Joseph 
and in 1897 Italian anarchists undertook a second unsuccessful attempt on 
the life of Umberto I, followed a few months later by the assassination of 
the Spanish prime minister Antonio Canovas and of Empress Elizabeth of 
Austria. Two years later, in 1900, Umberto I was assassinated.

Bologna had the reputation of being a local centre of anarchist activity 
and terrorist plots. In 1874 Bakunin led a failed uprising in the Romagna 
and in 1877 Bologna was one of the organisational centres when Malatesta 
and Cafi ero attempted to revolutionise the peasants in Southern Italy. In 
1892 anarchists exploded a bomb in Bologna’s telegraph offi ce. Also the 
bombing of the Barcelona opera house in 1893, during a performance of 
Rossini’s Guillaume Tell, which killed twenty-two people and wounded 
thirty others, was linked to the activity of Italian anarchists.122 Although 
Bologna’s Democratic and Republican milieu, traditionally, has had close 
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links with the anarchists, after Carnot’s assassination the Left echoed the 
public condemnation of the terrorists. The Republican Filopanti paid trib-
ute to “the years when France was seen as a beacon of freedom and hope 
in the whole of Europe.” Carducci praised the president’s “true Repub-
lican virtues which gave him the dignity to fi ght for his fatherland, with 
his blood and until his death.”123 With similar emphasis, speaking for the 
Extreme Left in parliament, Felice Cavallotti lamented that Caserio had 
wounded the Latin brotherhood between France and Italy.124

Considering the role of Italian anarchists in this international wave of ter-
rorism, it is not surprising that the fi rst international anti-anarchism confer-
ence in 1898 took place in Rome. Although “not all the alleged ‘anarchist’ 
terrorists were anarchists” and “neither Proudhon nor Bakunin called for 
assassination attempts,” their activity served as a pretext to undermine civil 
liberties.125 As Bologna’s council pronounced in 1897, “murderers have no 
party, murderers have no fatherland.”126 The experience served to bind the 
nation together; and the municipal elites used these occasions to speak on the 
nation’s behalf. Meanwhile, political assassinations represented an aspect of 
the Italian fi ne secolo which did much to exacerbate the nation’s sense of 
crisis, seriously undermining popular trust in the stability of the nation’s 
political institutions. For Derrida terrorism is the symptom of a traumatic 
element intrinsic to the experience of modernity. In Koselleck’s terms, it 
refl ects a modernity permanently concentrated on the future, pathologically 
understood as a promise, a hope and an affi rmation of the self.127

NATIONAL AND MUNICIPAL GLORIES

The municipalities’ role as architects of the nation was fostered, sym-
bolically, through the honouring and commemoration of famous Ital-
ians, through monuments and the naming of streets. Urban space was 
invested with civic meaning. The inauguration of public monuments in 
Italy reached its peak in the 1880s, in part because of the sudden death of 
Victor Emanuel II in 1878.128 The Milanese conservationist and municipal 
councillor Camillo Boito defi ned monuments as “a historical synthesis, a 
philosophy of history embodied in ideal representations.”129 Monuments 
for dead heroes, like the Pantheon in Rome or the Montagnola in Bolo-
gna, are sacred places, creating symbolic links between generations. The 
argument here was that the present generation owed their lives to the sac-
rifi ce or martyrdom of the dead; martyrs were the price the community 
paid for its survival or victory.130 The Italian state played a crucial role in 
the transmission of the Risorgimento’s foundation myth, responding to a 
“crisis of legitimacy” that over the years had produced a “social-psycho-
logical trauma.”131 Part of this response was the fostering of a patriotic 
religion—a religion of politics defi ned by Emilio Gentile as the sacraliza-
tion of politics, understood as “the prerogative to determine the meaning 
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and fundamental aim of human existence for individuals and the collec-
tivity.”132 Within a functionalist reading, as proposed by Durkheim, this 
religion elevates people to a superior life either through self-sacrifi ce, as 
exemplifi ed by the heroes of the Risorgimento, or through the worship-
ping of their sacrifi ce. On the level of religious practice the sacralization of 
the patria was refl ected in the erection of patriotic monuments. Although 
a national project, this monumentalisation of legitimacy was crafted to a 
large extent by the municipalities. While in his work on Germany Mosse 
pointed to the role of monuments in the “nationalization of the masses,”133 
Italian cities formed “national citizens,” educating them through monu-
ments of predominantly local and regional signifi cance. As Pierre-Yves 
Saunier has demonstrated, for Florentine liberals their city was the politi-
cal key to the Unifi cation of Italy, a view clearly refl ected in the city’s cul-
tural self-representation.134 Commemorations and celebrations for famous 
Florentines helped to illustrate the role of the city and its elites in the pro-
cess of national Unifi cation.135 Similarly, in 1868 Milan embarked upon a 
programme of inaugurating commemorative plaques for its martyrs of the 
Risorgimento.136 Bologna’s political elites understood their role to be that 
of constructing the link between local and national identity through the 
city’s self-representation.137

The municipality participated in subscriptions for monuments, named 
city streets after famous Italians and placed commemorative plaques on 
buildings to create lieux de mémoire, thus writing its glories into the urban 
landscape. Commenting on Europe’s nineteenth-century statuomanie, a 
concept introduced originally by Maurice Agulhon,138 Roberto Balzani has 
pointed to differences between France, with its endless variations on the 
same Marianne, and Italy, where every patriot, martyr or “proto-martyr” 
of the Risorgimento, every local poet, musician or political thinker got 
their individual monument or at least a commemorative plaque in their 
town of origin, and not infrequently several more in other cities.139 These 
commemorations helped Italy’s post-Risorgimento middle class to develop 
their civic consciousness, and offered symbolic points of reference for a 
new civil religion, which was at least partly a response to the secular con-
cept of the liberal regime. Moreover, through monuments for the heroes of 
the Risorgimento the middle class was able to celebrate itself, underlining 
its political role during the process of Unifi cation and its sacrifi ces for the 
fatherland. With the help of these monuments the middle class inscribed 
itself in the urban and national landscape.

Italy’s statuomanie was a local expression of national sentiment, but 
sometimes took the form of campanilismo. It enabled the local history of the 
Risorgimento to be inserted into a national context, providing an opportu-
nity to reconcile local and national identities. Apart from the Montagnola, 
lieu de mémoire of 1848 and 1859, Bologna’s most remarkable example of 
statuomanie is undoubtedly the municipal burial ground of the Certosa, with 
its pantheon of several hundred busts of the city’s most illustrious citizens 
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and many professors of the university, providing a living for generations of 
sculptors and marble workers. A Valhalla, but to celebrate local rather than 
national pride.140 Despite this general commitment to the commemoration 
of local glories, every subscription for a monument, every denomination 
of a street or square, every plaque placed on a public building provoked 
controversy, even if it was only in relation to the sum of money invested in 
a monument, compared to the expenditure for another hero or to the gen-
erosity of other cities. The money spent on these occasions varied according 
to the role of the person to be commemorated and the town in question. 
Carducci deplored the fact that considerable sums of money went into this 
monumentalisation of history, while local administrations often forgot to 
invest in their existing historical patrimony, the treasures of their museums 
or the architectural remains of past glories.141

Even though individual towns were usually able to raise the sums 
required for such initiatives, other municipalities sought to participate in 
these subscriptions, expressing their commitment to the cause of their sis-
ter towns. In 1865 Bologna contributed 500 Lire to a monument in Milan 
for the Lombard Enlightenment philosopher and economist Cesare Becca-
ria.142 When in 1868 the towns of Noale, Montanara and Curtatone invited 
contributions to monuments for Pier Fortunato Calvi and the victims of the 
1848 battles, the council kept its coffers closed:143 Calvi, a veteran of the 
Venetian Republic, had been a supporter of Mazzini, which for the Moder-
ate majority was reason enough to be sceptical; the other two towns were 
not important enough to justify the expenditure during a period of major 
fi nancial restrictions. When in 1904 the council proposed to contribute 
100 Lire to a monument for Francesco Petrarch in Arezzo, celebrating the 
sixth centennial of his birth, the sum was considered too small compared 
to the 500 Lire which Bologna had given for a monument of its late coun-
cillor Quirico Filopanti in Budrio.144 Given the fact that Petrarch had once 
been a student in Bologna, the council agreed to increase the subscription 
to 300 Lire.145

In 1859 a journal in Turin discussed the German Schillerfeiern as a 
model for celebrating Dante.146 The father of the Italian language played an 
important role in defi ning the relationship between Italy’s cento città and 
the nation. During the 1860s the commemoration of Dante led repeatedly 
to competition between Ravenna, where Dante had lived during his exile, 
and Florence, his native city. In 1865 Florence unveiled its Dante monu-
ment outside Santa Croce, claiming that his remains should be buried in 
the Tuscan capital. Since the sixteenth century the monks of the Dante 
church in Ravenna feared that the Florentines would steal the poet’s ashes. 
Somewhat overshadowed by the battle between Florence and Ravenna, 
Bologna was keen to point out that it had repeatedly hosted the poet dur-
ing his political struggles and that it was here that the fi rst edition of his 
Divina Commedia had been published. Luciano Scarabelli dedicated his 
famous commentary on the Divina Commedia to the city of Bologna and 
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was thanked with the award of honorary citizenship. The poets Carducci, 
Pascoli and Guerrini were praised as the spiritual successors of Dante and 
Petrarch.147 Only the conductor of the Teatro Comunale, Angelo Mariani, 
betrayed Bologna by writing an Inno a Dante for the Teatro Alighieri of his 
native Ravenna.148 Commemorations of Dante not only celebrated the Ital-
ian language, but also stood for irredentism and the territorial completion 
of the fatherland. Debating the subscription for a Dante monument to be 
erected in Trento, still belonging to the lands of the Austrian enemy, Car-
ducci remarked that Bologna had “a special responsibility” to contribute 
to this cause and that Florence had already offered 500 Lire.149 The initia-
tive was a response to a monument for the medieval Minnesänger Walther 
von der Vogelweide, unveiled by the German population of Bozen. Later 
the name of Dante assumed still more complex meanings: In 1903 Alfonso 
Rubbiani rejected an invitation to speak at the imperialist Società Dante 
Alighieri, explaining that “for Dante the Empire was in its idea and in its 
time a concept that went beyond geographical and ethnic divisions, aspir-
ing to a universal order of mankind.”150

Committees for the subscription of monuments were usually presided over 
by members of Bologna’s cultural or intellectual elite, or well-known veter-
ans of the Risorgimento, men in a position to negotiate with council majori-
ties. The anti-Austrian feelings associated with the monument for Guglielmo 
Oberdan—sentenced to death in Trieste in 1882—were considered to be 
politically sensitive; but it was diffi cult to reject the proposal of a committee 
consisting of Carducci, Aurelio Saffi , Giuseppe Ceneri, Olindo Guerrini and 
Raffaele Ghelli, which at the time had already collected contributions from 
all over Italy.151 Refl ecting the Moderates’ policy of reconciliation with the 
Church, Bologna did not participate in the subscriptions for the Giordano 
Bruno monument in Rome, which was considered to be a symbol of anti-
clericalism. Only the Società Operaia gave 25 Lire for the subscription—a 
small sum compared to the 100 Lire which it contributed to the local monu-
ment for Ugo Bassi, but still an important symbolic gesture considering its 
limited resources. Among individual subscribers for the monument were 
Minghetti, Carducci and Saffi , but also Hugo and Renan.152 Some prefects 
and councillors maintained that a municipality was only allowed to contrib-
ute to works of public utility, and not to the erection of public monuments. 
Carducci opposed this “materialistic utility of pennies” arguing for a “moral 
interest in the cult of the fatherland and the national idea.”153

THE DEATH OF ITALY’S FIRST STATESMAN

As Gramsci has pointed out, offi cial funerals and obsequies, due to their 
public and sometimes even popular character, played an important role 
in creating national cohesion, with their specifi c “melodramatic” rheto-
ric contributing to “a conformity of taste and language.”154 Comparative 
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studies of memorial preaching suggest that the rhetoric used on such occa-
sions does not only have the function of lamentation and of praising the 
deceased. “Sermons on the dead” constitute a genre which informs us also 
about attitudes to the offi ce the individual held—in the case of modern 
Italy providing an opportunity to defi ne constitutional realities.155 Funerals 
present an occasion on which political rulers invite the nation to adopt a 
collective identity: through the celebration, the citizen is supposed to feel 
part of the nation and to identify emotionally with its representatives.156

An early occasion to review Bologna’s relationship to the nation’s Risor-
gimento, or to a specifi c version of it, was the sudden death of Count Cavour 
in 1861. With Marco Minghetti present at his death bed, Bologna felt in a 
particular way part of the event.157 Even Bologna’s Left spoke of the prime 
minister with the highest respect. Thus, in Casarini’s letters to Pinelli, 
Cavour appeared transfi gured, a super-human being, and the count’s death 
was presented as putting at risk the entire project of the nation-state, sug-
gesting that offi ce and person were intrinsically linked.158 As Ernesto Masi, 
a historian and local politician close to Casarini, remembered: “Among the 
Italian people the death of Count Cavour produced a feeling of anguish 
mixed with terror, similar to the feeling of a blind man whose hand sud-
denly notices the departure of his faithful guide to whom he was used to 
entrusting himself entirely.”159 The prime minister’s death became an occa-
sion to defi ne the symbolic meaning of the offi ce. As a consequence of this 
process, one of Cavour’s legacies was a moral obligation on the part of any 
successor to guard that same offi ce.

Bologna’s council decided to participate in the national subscription for 
a monument to be erected in Turin, to name a street after Cavour, to place 
a plaque to remember the “painful event” of his death and to celebrate a 
requiem in the local cathedral.160 These signs, which the people of Bologna 
perceived as the formal expression of grief, at the same time left space for 
diverse individual and collective interpretations. A contribution of 10,000 
Lire to the subscription, a colossal sum at the time, as well as the location 
of a plaque on a public building and the service in San Petronio did not 
even need further discussion in council. However, the council was not satis-
fi ed with the idea of naming an ordinary street after Cavour but wished to 
inscribe its devotion to the state’s founder more prominently into the local 
topography. Rather than a street, a central square should carry the name 
of the count161; and the square should then be dignifi ed with Bologna’s 
own monument to Cavour. Two alternatives were discussed, represent-
ing two different views of the city’s priorities in the process of creating 
Bologna’s post-Papal identity. One proposal set the commemoration of the 
state’s founder before any other consideration; the second wished to cel-
ebrate Cavour, but without any sacrifi ce to local pride. A very prominent 
location for Bologna’s Piazza Cavour would have been a square, which was 
to have been named after the famous local scientist Luigi Galvani, remem-
bered as one of the discoverers of electricity. The square was adjacent to 
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the university at which Galvani had taught and where he undertook his 
path-breaking research. Dedicating this square to Cavour would require 
Bologna to forego the commemoration of a prominent local citizen. As an 
alternative proposal, a new square could be named after Cavour, a square 
to be built as part of a major inner-urban development project, close to the 
planned Via dello Statuto [Constitutional Avenue]. The new square had yet 
to be built and the inauguration of the monument for Cavour would prob-
ably be delayed by several decades. The councillors favouring the fi rst pro-
posal wished to demonstrate the city’s loyalty to Cavour’s idea of national 
unifi cation, and thereby to undermine the habitual association of Bologna 
with clerical opposition to the nation-state. Considering the city’s national 
reputation in this regard, they had, they felt, to communicate this mes-
sage without further delay. Conversely, their opponents maintained that 
Bologna had to give priority to the commemoration of its own prominent 
citizens, helping the city to create a specifi c profi le within the nation-state, 
built upon its academic tradition as the site of Italy’s and Europe’s most 
ancient and famous university. After a long discussion the council decided 
in favour of the second option—a monument and a square for Cavour, but 
without compromising its local pride.

The death of the statesman offered an opportunity to renegotiate local 
and national identities. Similar occasions occurred after the death of the 
poets Alessandro Manzoni and Francesco Domenico Guerrazzi.162 Occa-
sionally these commemorations assumed an international dimension. The 
death of Victor Hugo in 1885 thus became a major event. Numerous local 
associations and the council wrote to the poet’s family and in the ensuing 
weeks the press presented anecdotes of his life, impressions of his last hours 
and reports on the commemorations in France. The university marked 
Hugo’s death with an offi cial mourning at which Carducci delivered the 
address.163 Bologna identifi ed with a citizen of the world.

TOPONYMY

Similarly important for the relationship between city and nation were the 
changes in Bologna’s toponymy. In Milan, the local government’s initial pro-
posal for changes in the denomination of streets had to be reviewed after 
stormy public debates. Ultimately, the names of forty streets were changed 
and twenty-fi ve new ones were created, but one hundred ninety-two streets 
and squares from the original list maintained their traditional name.164 Most 
cities had completed their topographic revision by 1863.165 Bologna took a 
different approach, not changing names at once, but over a longer period 
and in smaller numbers, when the occasion arose. In many cases the naming 
of streets was meant to place the city in relation to the nation, to compare the 
city with its sister towns and to negotiate between local and national identi-
ties. In 1864 the mayor Count Pepopli invited Bologna
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to repay its debt of gratitude to the memory of the many prominent 
men who in all times made the city’s name known. . . . Bologna should 
follow the example of other towns which compete in erecting monu-
ments, putting up epigraphs and naming central squares and streets 
after their most famous citizens.166

The councillors themselves regularly reminded their local government that 
Bologna should honour “the illustrious names associated with the arts, the 
sciences, and in particular its patriots.”167 If the council decided to dedicate 
only a minor street to a relevant person, sympathetic councillors regularly 
evoked the example of other towns which had chosen more prestigious 
avenues. This was the case with a street for Aurelio Saffi , who for Bolo-
gna’s Right was too closely associated with the Roman Republic, but hon-
oured without hesitation by other cities. Five years after his death Forlì and 
Ravenna had named major streets after the hero, while Bologna was still 
awaiting a decision. Whereas Genoa named the boulevard along its famous 
seafront after Saffi , Bologna’s mayor eventually proposed a street in one of 
the new residential areas outside the centre.168

Patriotism was not the only driving force in the process of renaming 
streets. At times the argument was made that names of streets had to be 
changed because they sound “too ancient or are too long . . . others have 
meaningless or just not very nice names. Streets like Vault of the poultries 
or Cabmen Street should be changed for modern and shorter names.”169 
Many streets and squares in Bologna were traditionally named after the 
saints of the local churches. In these cases the Left aimed at eradicating 
religious symbols in favour of the new “patriotic religion.” The Left’s ideo-
logical approach could lead to rather amusing misjudgements, for example, 
when in 1880 a councillor proposed changing Via dei Preti into Via del 
Progresso, not realising that the street was not dedicated to the “priests” 
but to a family called Preti.170 From the mid-1890s the general trend for 
change was reversed and it became council policy to maintain the historical 
names of the streets in the centre and to honour famous citizens with new 
streets in the recently created residential areas of the periphery.171

CONTESTED PATERNITIES

In 1864 Bologna named a square after its most famous citizen, Gioacchino 
Rossini.172 In 1869, three months after his death and thirty years since he had 
assumed the honorary direction of the Liceo Musicale, a bust was placed in 
the Pantheon while a tablet on the wall of the Archiginnasio served to com-
memorate the fi rst performance of his Stabat Mater, conducted by Gaetano 
Donizetti, another alumnus of Bologna’s conservatory.173 Considering the 
fame which Rossini brought to Bologna, one might regard this commemora-
tion as rather modest in scope. The relevant deliberations were taken under 
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Casarini’s Democratic administration, when the focus of Bologna’s musi-
cal life defi nitely shifted from bel canto to Wagner. An administration of 
the Left was reluctant to draw too much attention to a man who under the 
nickname “tedeschino” had been too close to the Austrian occupier and 
who had left Bologna to escape from the 1848 revolution. His lover and later 
wife Olimpia Pelissier had been famous for her anti-liberal views and her 
open support of the Austrians. Minghetti had known Rossini privately since 
his early years and had no doubts that he had been a man of the restoration 
regime. The 1830 revolution had marked the end of his epoch. Appalled by 
Bologna’s revolution, Rossini had decided to leave his fortune to a new insti-
tute in Pesaro rather than to Bologna’s Liceo Musicale.174

In 1886, by parliamentary decree, Rossini’s ashes were transferred to 
Santa Croce in Florence, which had become Italy’s “Pantheon of Glory”175, 
the burial place of Michelangelo, Machiavelli, Galileo, Alfi eri, Cherubini, 
Leonardo Bruni, Ugo Foscolo and others. However, Bologna protested 
about the transfer of Rossini’s ashes. Although Bologna was not Rossini’s 
place of birth, it was his “patria musicale,” because “the real patria of a 
famous man is the place where he learned, studied and fl ourished.” To 
publicize its claims, Bologna sent a garland to the ceremony in Florence, 
carrying the words “Bologna to its adopted son.”176 For the centennial 
celebrations in Pesaro Panzacchi referred to the composer as his “concit-
tadino.” He also reinvented Rossini as a patriot and a composer of “revo-
lutionary music.”177 After Florence, Pesaro and Bologna, Lugo in Romagna 
was the fourth town to make claims on Rossini, the place where the com-
poser had spent his early formative years and where his father owned a 
house, for the local council reason enough to argue that Lugo was the 
composer’s real home town, at least in the legal sense of the term.178 Rossini 
was proud to be called “il cigno [swan] di Pesaro,” calling his own father 
“il cignale [boar] di Lugo.” Nevertheless, in a document concerning his 
paternal house he addressed the Lughesi as his “concittadini.”179

Verdi considered Bologna to be Rossini’s “vera capitale musicale” and 
it was here that the performance of the famous Requiem for Rossini should 
have taken place.180 The organising committee, which Verdi chaired, had 
hoped the city would provide its choir, orchestra and soloists free of charge, 
but the impresario of the Teatro Comunale, Scalaberni, refused to act as a 
patron of the arts, considering himself “a businessman with six children, 
who is not well off.”181 Ultimately, the project collapsed due to Verdi’s per-
sonal confl icts with the conductor Angelo Mariani.

A similar competition for paternity rights marked the debate surrounding 
the commemoration of Ugo Bassi, a former chaplain of the revolutionary 
army and a veteran of the battles of Treviso, Rieti and Velletri. Arrested in 
Bologna by the Austrians on 7 August 1848, he had been sentenced by a 
tribunal of priests and was shot the following day. Having lived and studied 
in Bologna, the city considered him its principal revolutionary martyr.182 
However, until Filopanti came up with the compromise of referring to Bassi 
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as “martire italiano,” veterans of the revolution from Cento, where Bassi 
was born, insisted that he was not “bolognese.”183 Animosities of this kind 
were the order of the day, but occasionally commemorations also helped to 
overcome competition between cities. In 1861 Cesare Masini from the Acad-
emy of Fine Arts launched a subscription for a monument to Luigi Galvani, 
but the committee failed to collect the necessary amount; instead, only a 
bust was placed in the Pantheon.184 Once the council had decided to dedicate 
the square next to the Archiginnasio to Galvani rather than Cavour,185 a 
new committee started a subscription for the “celebratissimo.” Many local 
Moderates formed part of the committee, including Count Agostino Salina, 
Count Giovanni Malvezzi and Marquis Luigi Pizzardi, all members of the 
parliament’s fi rst chamber; but local politicians of the Left, such as Cesare 
Lugli and Quirico Filopanti, also supported the initiative—despite the fact 
that in 1797 Galvani had pronounced himself against the Republic, subse-
quently lost his university chair and was denied a public funeral.186 However, 
for Bologna’s Republicans Galvani’s name stood for modern empirical sci-
ences and for the role of academia and the middle class in public life.

Figure 7.1 Teatro Rossini, Lugo. (Reproduction by Kind Permission of the Fon-
dazione Teatro Rossini and the Comune di Lugo.)
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The mayor Tacconi declared with pride that this was the fi rst “civil mon-
ument” inaugurated in Bologna, a reference “to genius and science.”187 The 
committee approached numerous international statesmen for a contribu-
tion and wrote to the Brazilian and German emperors, and to the French 
president. The provincial council, several Italian and international scientifi c 
bodies, and the municipality all subscribed. Panzacchi supported the initia-
tive with a poem.188 The monument was inaugurated on 9 November 1879 
in the presence of the king’s minister, the minister of education, members of 
Galvani’s family, military authorities and many citizens. The last to speak 
at the inauguration was a representative of the city of Como, Zanino Volta, 
himself a descendant of Alessandro Volta, Galvani’s contemporary and 
the inventor of the battery. Despite early manifestations of mutual respect, 
the two scientists had denied each other’s contributions to the discovery 
of electricity. Offi cially representing the city of Como, Volta insisted that 
Bologna should be proud of a genius like Galvani, just as Como was proud 
of its Volta—both honouring the glory of the fatherland.189 Twenty years 
later, on the centennial of Galvani’s death, the university and municipality 
celebrated the idea of progress and a name standing for “one of the most 
important discoveries of modern civilisation,” “a man who knew to com-
bine morality, the religion of life and intensive study.”190

At the start of the twentieth century animosities fostered by local pride 
and campanilismo took on an international dimension. Bologna’s most 
famous monument, erected three hundred years before the Unifi cation of 
Italy, was the “Fontana del Nettunno” by Giambologna, between Piazza 
Maggiore and the town hall. Inspired by Giambologna’s Flemish origins, 
the Belgian king Leopold II, in 1903, placed a copy of the fountain out-
side his residence in Laeken, near Brussels. This led to embittered debates 
in Bologna’s local press and the town council,191 which claimed Bologna’s 
exclusive right of property regarding its patrimony. For Bologna, Belgium 
had no right to produce a copy of its famous landmark and the monument 
in Laeken was regarded as an illegal reproduction. Originally, the Belgian 
king had asked the city of Bologna for a copy of the entire fountain, which 
the giunta refused to provide. Impudently, the agents of the Belgian king 
took the copy of the Neptune from a reproduction at the Pinacoteca in 
Parma, asking Bologna only for copies of the Sirens. Belgium was thus able 
to reproduce the complete monument, without explaining its intentions. In 
Bologna, a committee of citizens drew up a petition, signed by the city’s 
most illustrious professors and artists, asking the mayor to intervene and 
the popular giunta of Enrico Golinelli welcomed the chance to criticize 
the previous (Moderate) administration for neglecting the city’s interests.192 
The fake Neptune remains to this day squeezed between the walls of the 
royal domain and the exit of Brussels’ motorway.

The examples mentioned above demonstrate the role of the municipality 
in creating a sense of national belonging, but they also illustrate that, where 
questions of national prestige were concerned, relations between Italian 
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cities were often marked by competition and tension.193 Subscriptions for 
monuments, mutual assistance and recognition of the “sister cities” con-
tribution to the nation’s advancement all helped to create the nation on the 
symbolic level. For the citizens involved in this process, the nation assumed 
both a symbolic meaning and a territorial dimension. Bologna and Italy as 
a whole urgently needed to develop awareness of the nation’s territoriality. 
Like many leading politicians at the time, the most famous of the padri della 
patria, Count Camillo Cavour, had visited France, Switzerland, England, 
Belgium and Germany, without ever seeing Rome and Naples; and he made 
his fi rst visit to Bologna, Florence and Pisa just a year before his death.194

CELEBRATING THE NATION

Paul Connerton differentiates between the collective memory of “small face-
to-face societies” and “territorially extensive societies” forming communi-
ties that mostly exist as imagined entities, without its members knowing 
each other personally.195 This distinction is crucial to the study of histori-
cal commemorations and their relationship on a local and a national level. 
Immediately after Unifi cation, popular perceptions of the liberation and cel-
ebrations of the nation were not yet infl uenced by the governmental decrees 
and parliamentary decisions which since 1861 had imposed a compulsory 
calendar and a specifi c liturgy to commemorate these events. Celebrations 
emerged in the periphery rather than at the centre, staged by local politi-
cal actors, following models and forms which were rooted in local expe-
riences, occasionally reaching back to the Republican period of the late 
eighteenth century. Moreover, the ancient states of the peninsula had tradi-
tions whereby the monarchical power of their sovereigns was displayed in 
public celebrations.196 This might explain why manifestations of patriotism 
and celebrations of the nation in the early years differed from the offi cial cel-
ebrations of the Savoyard constitution, the Festa dello Statuto, which after 
the annexation by Piedmont became an offi cial public holiday for the entire 
nation, celebrated according to centrally planned prescriptions.197

Carlo Alberto’s proclamation of the Statuto in 1848, which transformed 
Piedmont-Sardinia into a liberal constitutional monarchy, represented an 
event which to most people in Bologna meant very little. The celebration 
was centred on a legal document written in French, the offi cial language of 
the court. Instead, locally, the most important events to commemorate were 
revolutionary in character, like Bologna’s defeat of the Austrian troops in 
August 1848 or the liberation from the Papal regime in 1859. The 1861 cel-
ebration of the 8 August was an expression of popular enthusiasm for the 
population’s triumph over the occupying army, considered to be among the 
strongest in Europe. Moreover, the event was understood as a political dem-
onstration marking the civil legitimization of the new state but also calling 
for the completion of the Risorgimento and for the liberation of Venice, 
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Rome and the provinces remaining under foreign occupation. Hence, the 
celebration was not free of revolutionary undertones, contrasting with the 
government’s approach to the national question.198 In this sense the popular 
expressions of freedom displayed a semantic link between past and future, 
similar to Mona Ozouf’s analysis of the fête révolutionnaire.199 In August 
1861 Bologna invited its citizens to a “rustica festa popolare” commemo-
rating the glorious battle of 8 August 1848.

It is nearly thirteen years since the AUSTRIAN invaded our city and 
the surrounding plains. Quickly he fl ed, daunted and defeated, by the 
unexpected awakening of this people, almost without arms, but roused 
by a great and terrible anger! Facing the gardens which had been the 
principal theatre of this memorable event, the illustrious municipality 
put up a marble inscription, solemnly inaugurated, to commemorate 
the name of all those valiant men who fell in this holy battle of free-
dom. Not long ago our populace came together with exiles from Venice 
and Rome, their fl ags hung with black, in a fi ne procession, to protest 
at this inscription and to pray for the peace of the dead heroes. But 
once these rituals, a religious consecration of great virtue, have been 
completed, it seems only fi tting that we celebrate the victory of the 
people, that the people comes together for its own celebrations, to de-
light in honest entertainments and to rest from harsh labour; and that 
it is able to secure its mutual and fraternal affections, to take heart, and 
thus to prepare itself for further honourable ventures.200

The schedule included patriotic music, games and competitions, tableaux 
vivants and dances. The announcement concludes with a triumphant 
“Oust the foreigners! Long live the one, free and independent Italy! Long 
live the king, a good and honest man!” The explicitly anti-Austrian tenor 
of the manifestation, the emphasis on the Risorgimento’s popular and 
revolutionary dimension and on the battles to come contrast with both 
the government’s offi cial representation of the events and the Moderates’ 
national programme. This is despite the fact that the local administra-
tion in Bologna was still dominated by the same Moderates who shaped 
national politics in Turin and feared the revolutionary legacy of 1848. In 
1860 Minghetti, Bologna’s most infl uential Moderate, remembered 1848 
as the “year of the great catastrophe.” He revived the image of disorder 
and anarchy, and expressed fears that the revolutionary party might still 
resume its activities:

This party exists; it has a programme; it is on the move; it is a threat; 
and this is suffi cient to instigate violence. It wishes to repeat the French 
revolution and wants to adorn itself with its different phases. The 
committee of public safety is its type of government. Its dogma is the 
omnipotent state which immolates the individual, the family and the 
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nation. And while it confounds any right, any guarantees into a vague 
and artifi cial cosmopolitism, it cherishes the ideal of Sparta and Rome, 
up to the point of ostracising the most valuable citizens and praising 
political assassinations. . . . Gentlemen, our memory of the upheavals 
of 1848 and 1849, of the dangers which society had to overcome, has 
not yet faded!201

There are two explanations for this contrast between the offi cial Moderate 
voices in parliament and their toleration of public commemorations at the 
local level. In the case of Bologna, only months after the liberation, politics 
were not yet marked by the confrontation between Right and Left that had 
characterised the 1860 confl ict over the South between Cavour and Garib-
aldi. Bologna maintained a patriotic consensus between its diverse political 
forces.202 Another reason for the contrast was that Bologna’s celebrations 
were still organised by a committee of citizens and the Deputazione degli 
pubblici spettacoli, without interference from central government.203

The programme for the fi rst anniversary of the 1859 liberation was simi-
lar in style. Rather than highlighting the annexation by Piedmont, Bologna 
celebrated the defeat [sgombro] of the Austrians,204 the foreign occupiers. 
The celebration did not refer to the departure of the cardinal, which was 
diffi cult to explain and to justify in an event that was popular in character. 
In September 1860, twelve hundred Papal troops, arrested as prisoners of 
war, passed through Bologna. The streets were fi lled with people who had 
left their workplace to witness the event in real time.205 From the sources 
it is hard to gauge how this event was experienced by the local population. 
Like the Austrians, the Papal troops were to a large extent foreigners, but 
had the role of protecting the Holy Father. A few days before Bologna had 
marked the fall of Fort Ancona and Garibaldi’s entrance into Naples with 
fi reworks, events which later would disappear from the offi cial agenda of 
national commemorations.206 The emphasis on the commemoration of local 
or regional events during the fi rst years after the liberation, and the anti-
Austrian sentiments voiced on such occasions, do not mean that Bolognese 
lacked loyalty towards the monarchy or that they only celebrated their lib-
eration from an oppressive regime. Most of these events paid tribute to the 
king of Piedmont and in March 1861, when Bologna’s deputies in parlia-
ment telegraphed the mayor about the proclamation of Vittorio Emanuele 
II as king of Italy, the municipality celebrated the event with fi reworks and 
music. Large parts of the local population took part in the event.207

STAGING THE CONSTITUTION

Events involving the local populations dominated commemorations imme-
diately after Unifi cation. They were characterised by spontaneity and imag-
ination, and were designed to include the populace in its social diversity 
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without drawing attention to social hierarchies. Many of these events were 
organised by committees of patriotic citizens, some of them all but super-
vised by the local authorities. The very dense calendar of these early celebra-
tions bears comparison with Bologna’s Napoleonic years.208 However, the 
popular and revolutionary character of commemorations changed with the 
government’s offi cial deliberations concerning national holidays. In 1868, 
the Moderate establishment remembered the 8 August 1848 not as the peo-
ple’s revolutionary liberation of their city, but as a “tribute of blood to the 
fatherland.”209 The Festa dello Statuto became the focus of offi cial celebra-
tions, and served to symbolise “Italy’s regeneration.” Local and popular 
celebrations of the nation disappeared from the municipal agenda.210

In the early years after Unifi cation the municipality still enjoyed a cer-
tain freedom regarding the organisation of the Festa dello Statuto. A circu-
lar of the minister of interior of May 1860 explained that the new provinces 
of Piedmont were legally obliged to celebrate the proclamation of Carlo 
Alberto’s 1848 constitution, but “the law leaves it to the single municipali-
ties to organise the celebration and to cover the expenses.”211 The minister 
merely reminded the local authorities to celebrate a Te Deum in the princi-
pal church. Considering the confl ict between Church and State precipitated 
by the liberation of the Legations, the celebration of a Te Deum represented 
a diffi cult task for local governors and for Bologna in particular. Earlier 
popular celebrations focused not on the liberation from the Papal regime 
but on the departure of the Austrian troops, thus avoiding religious con-
notations. The commemoration of 8 August included a Requiem for the 
fallen patriots, but the service took place not in a church, but in the Mon-
tagnola gardens—as to give less offence to the ecclesiastical authorities.212 
Although public and religious spheres remained offi cially separate after 
Unifi cation, the sacred legitimisation of the new state was a priority, despite 
the pontiff’s reluctance to recognise the Italian State.213 Some bishops did 
not oppose the celebration of a mass in their churches, but refused to take 
part. On these occasions the relationship between State and Church was 
often marked by a schism between higher and lower clergy; and, as Illaria 
Porciani has shown, most municipalities could fi nd a priest prepared, with 
or without the bishop’s authorisation, to read the Te Deum.214

In May 1861, a more detailed ministerial circular instituted the Festa 
dello Statuto as the kingdom’s only offi cial national holiday.215 The circular 
stressed that no other anniversary—not the 8th of August nor any event 
linked to the liberation of Central or Southern Italy—had the status of a 
national holiday. Celebrating these latter anniversaries assumed an almost 
subversive character. In 1874 the anarchists had planned an uprising in the 
Romagna, to commence on 8 August and so to recover the symbolic mean-
ing of the liberation’s revolutionary character.216 Ideological connotations 
aside, reducing the number of public holidays, and of religious festivals in 
particular, was also understood as a measure to modernise state and soci-
ety. Shortly after the proclamation of the Statuto, the city of Turin reduced 
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the number of celebrations for the patrons of local churches at which the 
municipality would be offi cially represented, a measure viewed as part and 
parcel of the “laicizzazione della vita pubblica.” In the Po region most pro-
cessions for the local saints, who were supposed to protect the population 
from fl oods, disappeared.217

The 1861 circular on the Festa dello Statuto specifi ed that not only the 
constitution itself, but also the unity of Italy was to be celebrated. Hence, 
the proclamation of Carlo Alberto’s Statuto was interpreted as the most 
important event leading to the Unifi cation of Italy, representing “the com-
pletion of all the partial facts.” Therefore, “the government of his maj-
esty recommends banning any other celebration commemorating ancient 
municipal divisions, partial triumphs or victories, which only damage the 
nation as an entity.” No other event “merits being celebrated as much as 
this one, encapsulating the three major achievements of a people—its unity, 
its independence and its freedom.”218 Thus, the new law imposed a specifi c 
reading of this event, and of the Risorgimento as a whole. The constitution 
of Piedmont was presented as the catalyst of the process of Unifi cation, 
overshadowing the contribution of Garibaldi’s volunteers, local revolution-
ary uprisings or the plebiscites. The manner in which the Statuto was to be 
celebrated was intended to defl ect attention from any later episodes of the 
Risorgimento, from the risks and ambiguities of Cavour’s policy and from 
his differences with the king.219 The policy of the Piedmontese liberals dur-
ing the 1840s and 1850s was presented as the principal factor leading to 
Unifi cation. Neglecting local battles of liberation, Piedmont’s annexation 
of the pre-unitarian states since 1859 became the logical consequence of 
the Liberals’ policy.

The celebration of the Statuto was fi xed on the fi rst Sunday of June 
and the event was to be fi nanced by the municipalities themselves. A fur-
ther ministerial circular outlined in greater detail the way to mark the new 
national holiday, which was supposed to unite “all peoples of Italy into 
a single family under the rule of the constitutional monarchy of Vittorio 
Emanuele II and his successors.”220 The ceremony itself had to be agreed to 
by the prefect as the local representative of central government and mayors 
were asked to invite the ecclesiastical authorities, but not to insist on their 
presence should they refuse.221 A review of permanent troops stationed in 
the area and of the National Guards became an offi cial requirement for any 
national celebration. The Guardia Nazionale, purportedly a link between 
the armed forces and civil society, had been in decline since 1860, and its 
outdated equipment regularly provoked the laughter of local populations 
during parades. There was little that was popular about such celebrations, 
save perhaps the awarding of prizes for target practice and occasional exhi-
bitions of local crafts and industry.222

In Bologna, until 1865, the military parade for the Festa dello Statuto 
took place on the Prati di Carprara. Since it started in the early hours 
of the morning, there was little chance of the local population attending. 
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For the staged celebrations of the British nation masses in the streets were 
part of the state ritual. In Britain the focus of celebrations was the mon-
arch, whereas Italy celebrated a piece of paper and the abstract idea of 
the nation’s unity. In later years Bologna’s parades moved into the city, 
to Piazza Maggiore, where benches were allocated to selected authorities, 
thus maintaining the exclusive character of the event.223 After the fi rst cele-
brations Bologna’s Moderates themselves were surprised that the Festa had 
assumed the character of a quasi-military event, without any participation 
of civil society.224 Sedan-Day celebrations in Germany were also militaristic 
rituals, but they were organised by local notables rather than by munici-
pal administrations acting on behalf of the state. Moreover, the German 
event was never sanctioned as a national holiday, underlining the idea of an 
initiative of civil society. Although in many parts of Germany Catholics, 
Socialists, Democrats and particularists opposed or boycotted the national 
holiday, local associations, school children, women and even kindergartens 
played a major role in the organisation and used it as an occasion “to shape 
national identity in their own image,” even if this could be regarded as a 
voluntary militarization of civil society.225 In 1758 Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
had explained that in order to evoke emotions and the passion necessary to 
foster a community’s spiritual and moral cohesion certain symbols of self-
recognition were needed, in particular a choreography that transformed 
the audience for celebrations into active participants.226 This aspect was 
certainly underdeveloped in Italy’s offi cial celebrations of the constitution.

Bologna’s council, in order to modify the nature of the event and make 
it appeal to larger sections of society, decided to combine the celebration of 
the Statuto with acts of public charity, distributing money to the families 
of serving soldiers, to poor children, and to the Venetian and Roman exiles 
based in Bologna.227 Nevertheless, the way the Statuto was celebrated 
emphasised hierarchies of power and excluded important social groups that 
formed part of the nation, ressembling what Ozouf defi ned as the “fête 
dynastique, qui fi xe avec un raideur exemplaire l’ordre des rangs et des 
corps.” Rather than celebrating civil society, or the political institutions 
representing it, the Festa transmitted the idea of an “Obrigkeitsstaat.”228 
Women were to be excluded from offi cial representation for some time to 
come; it was not until 1915 that female primary teachers were offi cially 
invited to take part in the celebrations.229 Hardly anywhere did the press 
record the participation of wider sections of the population. Only towards 
the end of the century did Bologna’s Jewish community take an active part 
in the celebrations, with prayers for the House of Savoy, tricolours in the 
synagogues and the setting of national lyrics to Jewish chants. The Floren-
tine synagogue was inaugurated by Queen Margherita on the day of the 
Festa dello Statuto.230

Apart from the Festa dello Statuto, the few remaining national festivals 
changed in character or became more exclusive. Throughout the 19th cen-
tury parts of Italian society nourished a cult of Napoleon, regarded as the 
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fi rst to grant freedom and some form of unity to the population of Italy. 
Bologna commemorated Napoleon’s brother-in-law and king of Naples, 
Gioacchino Murat, who took Bologna in 1801 and was one of the fi rst to 
advocate Italy’s unifi cation under one crown.231 When the returning Papal 
regime deprived the Legations of their constitutional privileges, this was 
the price they had to pay for having supported Murat until 1814. Liter-
ary glorifi cations of the Napoleonic period, as in the works of Stendhal 
and Chateaubriand, and biographies of the emperor, enjoyed a wide cir-
culation. Songs, devotional pictures and anecdotes about Napoleon’s life 
resembled Béranger’s Légende Napoléonienne in France or the cult around 
Garibaldi.232 When Bologna, in May 1861, commemorated the fortieth 
anniversary of Napoleon’s death, the celebration was organised by a local 
committee of notables who had been decorated with the emperor’s Medal 
of Saint Helena. Invitations were addressed exclusively to the local nobility, 
the military and to the civil authorities, representatives of the French impe-
rial administration in Bologna and members of Napoleon’s wider family, 
like the future mayor of Bologna, Marquis Gioacchino Napoleone Pepoli, 
cousin of Napoleon III.233

The council decided in February 1872 to double the funds for the Festa 
dello Statuto from 1000 Lire to 2000 Lire and to add a further 500 to 
celebrate the birthday of King Vittorio Emanuele on the same occasion.234 
However, the local populace was left out and according to the oppositional 
press the celebrations of the Statuto remained unpopular. Il Resto del Car-
lino mocked in 1885:

The Festa dello Statuto was extremely animated. A cannon on . . . Via 
Panoramica outside Porta d’Azeglio was fi red with the usual shots, break-
ing numerous windows and destroying other belongings of the pacifi st 
inhabitants, who fi red back with frightful oaths against the military au-
thorities. Can’t these good citizens be cheered up by fi ring the cannon at 
the Monte della Guardia? And who pays for the broken windows?

The only other episode worth mentioning was “a soldier of the Fifth Cav-
alry, found completely drunk in Via Indipendenza.”235 The newspaper’s 
attitude towards the kingdom’s principal holiday refl ects the distance of the 
wider public from the political system as a whole.

Because these celebrations had no impact on society, local associations 
invented their own political and civic traditions, often of a more popular 
character and occasionally adopting patterns from traditional religious rit-
uals. On 19 March, the day of San Giuseppe, the Democrats honoured the 
two “lay Giuseppe,” Mazzini and Garibaldi. Until the 1880s, they regularly 
organised meetings, outdoor activities for families and banquets, celebrated 
in the spirit of a new civil religion. Later, the Socialists refused to celebrate 
the religious name-day and decided instead to mark the respective birth-
days of the two heroes.236 Contrasting with the gaiety of the name-days and 
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birthdays, the Socialists’ commemorations for the death of Mazzini on 10 
March were marked by religious piety and the sacrilisation of ritual.237

STATE AND NATION

During the Umbertian era the authorities understood that they had to 
make the Festa dello Statuto more popular. Moreover, the political trans-
formation of local representations and the new parliamentary majorities 
served to alter the social background to the event. The fi ftieth anniversary 
of the Festa in 1898 was celebrated in connection with the International 
Exhibition in Turin, co-fi nanced through a subscription by Italian munici-
palities and designed to transmit the image of a modern and industrious 
society, represented through its municipalities.238 However, even in 1898 
there was still a need to explain the Festa dello Statuto to the nation.

Italy was made the day that in Piedmont a magnifi cent sovereign 
granted the Statuto and thus sanctioned civil equality, freedom of 
thought and political representation; the day that the Piedmontese 
army hoisted the tricolour. From that day forth the hope of so many 
centuries had only to be fulfi lled. The Statuto is for us not just this 
fundamental, inviolable pact between the people and its king, to whom 
we convey today a devout and affectionate salutation. The granting 
of the Statuto also precipitated the great events which in the end gave 
us a fatherland.239

For liberal Italy the focus of national celebrations remained Piedmont and 
the granting of the constitution, a concept of the nation predominantly 
based on the Savoyard monarchy. The celebration of other events which 
led to the nation’s resurgence in 1860 was perceived as a potential threat 
to the political status quo attained at Unifi cation. However, in celebrat-
ing the Statuto the municipalities created a link between State and civil 
society. The local elites in the council and the giunta represented the stra-
tum of society that identifi ed with both municipal traditions and the new 
nation-state. They understood their public role to be that of negotiating 
the relationship between local and national identities. The attempts of the 
State to promote national identity through celebrations of the Piedmon-
tese constitution stifl ed local and spontaneous expressions of national 
sentiment and failed to foster popular identifi cation with the nation-state. 
However, during the Umbertian age, the concept of the nation gradu-
ally assumed a more concrete meaning for Italians. Whereas towards the 
end of the century the nationalism of the Italian government increasingly 
assumed an aggressive and anti-liberal character,240 the idea of a “century 
of municipalities”241 survived—expression of a civil society constituted on 
the basis of municipal identities.



8 Margherita
Umbertian Italy and its Monarchy

RITUAL AND MONARCHY

“Je ne veux absolument ni adresses, ni remerciements, ni fêtes,” replied 
King Carlo Alberto—in French—when the town council of Turin asked 
for permission to thank the monarch for granting the Statuto, the consti-
tution of 1848. Instead of giving permission for a public celebration, the 
king complained that his family’s blue cocarde had been replaced with the 
new Italian tricolour as the offi cial symbol of the monarchy. The Savoy’s 
blue appears today exclusively in connection with Italy’s national football 
team, the squadra azzura. Conscious and proud of its dynastic conven-
tions, the House of Savoy had a tradition of avowed unease concerning 
symbolic celebrations of the Italian nation. Only in 1890 had the Savoy’s 
coat of arms, the red cross, become an offi cial symbol of the Italian State, 
fi nally creating a symbolic link between the nation and its monarchy, 
between the ancient Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia and the new Kingdom 
of Italy.1 But did these symbols matter to Italians? Crispi’s newspaper La 
Riforma observed in 1896:

When the national fl ag is raised in France, England, Germany, and 
Russia, people stop talking, and every citizen, whatever his party, bows 
his head in conformity with his national duty. In Italy, on the other 
hand (where there is never any serious talk about anything) people 
begin talking precisely when the national fl ag is raised.2

Ritual, as a form of standardized “symbolic behaviour,” plays an impor-
tant political role “in bringing about solidarity where consensus is lacking.”3 
Among Democrats, especially since the interwar crisis of the twentieth cen-
tury, this aspect of ritual has often caused suspicion, but it did help to develop 
an analytical framework for understanding how the social psychology of 
symbolism works. What Cannadine calls the “secular magic of monarchy,” 
elsewhere described as the monarch’s sacredness, depends on popular senti-
ment rather than the legislator and is largely created by ritual.4 As Kertzer 
has demonstrated in his comparative analysis of political power, ritual is a 
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“means of infl uencing people’s ideas about political events, political policies, 
political systems, and political leaders.”5 Thus, ritual becomes a means of 
communication. Percy Ernst Schramm described this process of communica-
tion as a “conscious act” aimed at provoking a specifi c psychological reaction 
among the different social layers of the people.6 In Italy not the monarchy 
itself, but the institutions of the liberal State—parliament, government and 
the municipalities—assumed the role of transforming the monarchy into a 
symbol for, and embodiment of the nation. Royal parades, weddings and 
funerals, State visits or the monarch’s own visits to the different parts of his 
country provide opportunities for investing the external world with mean-
ing, “in part by linking the past to the present and the present to the future,” 
thus providing “a sense of continuity.”7 For the Italian monarchy after 1860 
most of these symbolic forms had to be invented. Often they were impro-
vised on the basis of existing symbols, in the hope that formal familiarity 
would help to convince or even to seduce spectators and audiences. As the 
previous chapter has suggested, after Unifi cation the municipalities played 
a major role in fostering civic identities. By inventing, performing and stan-
dardizing rituals they created a link between the monarchy and the nation. 
The municipalities put the monarchy on stage and made the monarchs into 
symbols of the nation.

THE KING-SOLDIER

In 1868, the Rivista Bolognese published an article by Angelo Camillo 
De Meis claiming that the monarchy, in addition to its constitutional 
function, had to fulfi l a social role as mediator, contributing to the pro-
cess of nation building. These ideas sparked a debate in which Carducci, 
at the time still a fervent Republican, played a leading role.8 Although 
Vittorio Emanuele’s part in the Unifi cation of the country was widely 
acknowledged, commentators were conscious of the distance between the 
crown and the people. Like other cities, Bologna’s authorities devoted 
great attention and ceremonial effort to the unexpected death of Vittorio 
Emanuele II in January 1878. The fact that the king was not buried in 
Turin came as a shock to the people of the Piedmontese capital.9 However, 
the government’s decision in favour of Rome represented an attempt to 
strengthen the nation’s bonds with the monarchy. Vittorio Emanuele was 
popular, among the middle classes as well as the lower strata of society, 
but it was a popularity almost exclusively linked to his role as a military 
leader during the Risorgimento and the wars of liberation.10 The nation 
had diffi culties expressing its feelings towards the monarchy once Italy 
had been united. When Umberto I visited Bologna, shortly after his coro-
nation, only two or three shops in the centre displayed the tricolour. The 
streets remained empty and the people silent. Since the crown prince’s 
wedding with the beautiful princess Margherita, a previously unknown 



cult around the royal family had started to develop, but in the former 
Legations the people’s relationship with the monarchy continued to be 
almost cold.11 Despite the king’s popularity as Italy’s fi rst soldier, the ritu-
alistic concentration on military achievements and Piedmontese tradition 
had created a distance between Vittorio Emanuele and the nation, and 
this hindered the formation of national identity after Unifi cation.

Since the end of the eighteenth century patriotic paintings and illustra-
tions on nationalist pamphlets represented Italia as a woman, usually with 
bare breasts, “ready to feed her children.”12 In the literature of the Ital-
ian Risorgimento—the works of D’Azeglio, Guerrazzi, or Verdi’s libret-
tist Solera—Italian women appear as the defenders of morality and of the 
purity of Italian blood, fulfi lling their role as good wives and mothers by 
holding the offspring together. Hence, women were indispensable to repre-
senting the honour of the fatherland.13 “Feeling ourselves to be sons of the 
same mother” had been an important theme in the lexicon of patriotic lan-
guage, introduced in Italy through national discourse in poetry, prose and 
drama. This discourse of the nation as a family had infl uenced a growing 
audience of patriots and later formed the basis for national subscriptions 
assisting the victims of natural disasters, political exiles and prisoners, or 
the orphans of the wars of liberation.14 For the patriot Montanelli “Italy 
became a dear mother” and Minghetti, explaining the motives behind the 
solidarity with the Roman refugees, spoke about “our Italian brothers” 
and the “sacrament of the common family,” making direct reference to 
the nation of the “fratelli d’Italia” common in political language since the 
1840s.15 A few decades later Carducci broke with the romanticising ide-
alization of the Italian woman. According to Croce, Carducci’s women 
lose the nimbus of the saint and “go back to being simply women.”16 Nev-
ertheless, they retain an important role as mothers, sisters and wives in 
the nation’s imagination. Conversely, Vittorio Emanuele II represented the 
nation not as a father but as a soldier, “il primo soldato dell’indipendenza,” 
as La Gazzetta dell’Emilia wrote on the occasion of his death. Whereas the 
queen was scarcely ever present in public, popular representations show the 
monarch frequently on the battlefi eld, always armed and in action.17 Carlo 
Alberto supplied the template, as is evident from the description given by 
Minghetti, one of his great admirers and at the time part of his general 
staff, in 1848:

The king is of a tall and thin stature, of a leaden colour, with two big 
and sparkling eyes. His life, in its sobriety, devotion and austere habits, 
greatly resembles that of a medieval knight; he never smiles. . . . His 
cold blood and his courage are indeed miraculous. He is always in the 
thick of the fi ght and often ahead of all soldiers.18

Vittorio Emanuele had no wish to challenge the image his father had cre-
ated of the monarchy, and when, in 1869, he refused to reprieve a young 
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soldier sentenced to death for the murder of a major, after having been 
subject to humiliation and bullying, even the Moderate Monitore took a 
critical stand against the regime’s “uncivilised” military ethos. During 
the execution two soldiers of the fi ring squad fainted, leaving the victim 
injured and alive on the ground, before fi nally being shot in the head.19 
Apart from his army, Vittorio Emaunele enjoyed outdoor pursuits, hunt-
ing in particular. He resented the life of the court and lacked the ability 
to sense the importance of public ritual, so much so that even the city 
of Turin was increasingly disappointed with its monarch.20 Queen Vic-
toria found him “startling in the extreme in appearance and manner”; 
“his bristling mustachios and swaggering air left a vivid impression on 
all who recorded their recollections of him.”21 The French newspapers 
described him as a “proud man of the sword.”22 Despite being the most 
ancient governing dynasty in Europe, the legitimacy of the Savoy as kings 
of Italy could be questioned and their position had not been sanctioned 
by the princes of the former Italian states, as in the case of the German 
unifi cation.23 This represented a problem for the Italian nobility and wid-
ened the gap between the crown and its lands. Although Vittorio Emanu-
ele continuously asked for an increase in spending for his army, it was 
diffi cult to build a military tradition in Italy and to make this the basis 
of a new national identity. The image of the army had been seriously 
damaged by the failure of its military strategy against Austria in 1848 
and the weakness of the campaign in 1866; and Garibaldi’s revolution-
ary volunteers were not allowed, at least not during the fi rst years after 
Unifi cation, to play any important role in representing and legitimising 
the nation.24 Moreover, in many parts of Italy the public image of armed 
forces had been associated for too long with foreign occupation and the 
Piedmontese army was frequently seen as just the same. Giolitti once 
remarked that “only boys with whom nobody knew what to do, rascals 
and idiots, were chosen for a career in the military.”25 Without a “popu-
lar” army even the idea of a king-soldier could not readily serve to foster 
national identity.

THE “GOOD KING”

In rites of initiation, Cassirer claims “a man is given a new name because 
what he receives in the rite is a new self.”26 When becoming king of Italy 
Vittorio Emanuele had refused this new self and continued to call himself 
Vittorio Emanuele II, following the Savoyard succession, rather than inau-
gurating a new Italian line. Similarly, the sessions of the new Italian par-
liament followed the Savoyard numbering. Crispi insisted that Umberto, 
who would have been Umberto IV in the Savoyard succession, called him-
self Umberto I.27 Like Vittorio Emanuele, Umberto loved his uniforms, his 
horses and hunting dogs, but at least he would now and then forsake the 



uniform for a suit.28 With Umberto’s accession to the throne the represen-
tation of the monarchy and the court changed. Now, the monarchy had 
to represent the nation; and the State carefully constructed a new public 
image of the king. During the Umbertian age charismatic “involvement” 
with the nation characterised the monarch’s rule.29 Bologna’s changing 
attitude to the monarchy illustrates the impact of this transformation in 
the symbolic representation of the nation.

During Umberto’s reign the leggenda del re buono replaced the image 
of the king-soldier, epitomised by his early visits to the scenes of the 
fl oods in Polesine in 1882 and the earthquake on Ischia in 1883, and 
by his visit to Naples during the cholera epidemic a year later.30 These 
images of the monarchy became an exercise in nation building: “By join-
ing the people in its moments of mourning as in its moments of rejoicing, 
the king has shown that a single heart beats in the chest of every Italian” 
wrote Crispi’s newspaper La Riforma after Umberto had inspected the 
fl oods that struck the Po region in September 1882.31 During the cholera 
epidemic in Naples he refused to make use of disinfectants after visiting 
the wards and he remained in the city until the situation showed signs 
of improvement. “Every inch a king,” The Lancet commented.32 There 
was an element of constructed and perceived (rather than “real”) irratio-
nality behind the king’s public demonstration of compassion. As Mary 
Douglas suggests, in the nineteenth century “humans were thought to 
be risk averse, because they were supposed to be making their choices 
according to hedonic calculus.”33 Thus, exposing himself to the contami-
nated poor of Naples, without actually being in a position to help, the 
king broke with a basic pattern of human behaviour. The visit resulted 
in an unprecedented wave of popular support for the monarchy, winning 
large-scale backing even from Socialist and Republican organisations: 
“Never was Italy so morally united as she is,” commented The Times. 
Even the Church had to recognize the king’s charismatic reaction to the 
crisis, which led to a sudden rapprochement with the Liberal State.34 Ide-
alising Umberto’s role and passing over the long period of crisis towards 
the end of his reign, Croce inscribed this image of the king into the his-
tory of the new Italy:

King Umberto has always been close to his people, in every misfortune. 
When in 1884, in Naples, he walked amongst those marked by the 
cholera, when the evil raged worst, the Italians’ gratitude met with the 
civilised world’s admiration for the Italian king, who still deserves to 
be called “the good king.”35

The “good king’s” nation even included “semicivilised” meridionali. 
Ironically, even at the time the prevailing view was that the cholera in 
Naples was the consequence of the State’s failure to prevent the epidemic 
spreading across the Mediterranean in its early stages.36 But in people’s 
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perceptions the king, visiting even the poorest and most dangerous neigh-
bourhoods of Naples, had assumed a position that was above the State 
and its responsibilities.

PATRIOTTISMO FISIOLOGICO

Part of the process of renegotiating the relationship between the nation 
and the crown was to translate offi cial representations into a language 
accessible to the people. The gendering of the nation through the public 
image of the crown as a family played a major role in this process, forging 
the alliance between “nationalism and respectability,” which according to 
George Mosse marked the nineteenth century.37 Vittorio Emanuele, due to 
his adventurous love-life and the early death of his wife Maria-Adeleide, 
was unable to represent the nation through a royal family. His open com-
petition with Cavour for the former ballerina Bianca Ronzani certainly did 
nothing to enhance the king’s reputation as a family man.38 His affairs, 
and fi nally his morganatic marriage to Rosina Vercellana, the daughter of 
a palace guard, just weeks after the marrying of his own daughter to the 
son of the French emperor, nearly led to a diplomatic crisis with France. 
“La bella Rosina,” made countess of Mirafi ori, remained a queen “with-
out throne and without crown.”39 Through her assumption of a new public 
role Queen Margherita did much to create a different image of the monar-
chy, and in time she became an object of intense popular admiration, and 
not only for the “simpatica fi sionomia” to which Il Monitore di Bologna 
referred during one of her early visits.40 Daughter of Vittorio Emanuele’s 
brother, the Duke of Genova, and of a princess of Saxony, Margherita 
had an upbringing that contrasted with the severe etiquette of the court of 
Savoy and in some respects even resembled a bourgeois life-style. Her pub-
lic attitudes were infl uenced by the relatively liberal and modern education 
she received under the guidance of her Austrian teacher, Rosa Arbesser, 
for whom literature, arts and the humanities assumed a greater impor-
tance than the catechism which was customarily the focus of female edu-
cation at the court. Remaining intellectually a dilettante, she nevertheless 
acquired during these years a taste and love for literature and the arts, 
and became fl uent in French, English and German, (less so in Italian), an 
important condition for her later relationship with intellectuals and artists 
frequenting the court.41 Again, in Croce’s assessment myth and historical 
observation were mixed:

Queen Margherita lived during these years the great season of her 
life, adding to her sweet piety and her enchanting smile a love for the 
arts and for poetry. She seemed herself a creation of poetry, who had 
come to incarnate the perfect ideal of the queen of Italy, the land of 
arts and beauty.42



The public role she assumed after her marriage to Umberto, which even led 
her on occasions to represent the crown at naval manoeuvres, was unusual 
for the Savoy and not foreseen in the constitution. Her new style of court 
culture, although open towards certain strata of the middle classes, was 
described at the time as the most splendid in Europe.43 Margherita’s person-
ality profoundly marked the perceptions of Italy’s fi ne secolo. This image 
survived the king’s assassination and lived on until the early years of the 
Fascist regime. Without wishing to idealise the feminine element in the rep-
resentation of the monarchy during the Umbertian age, by contrast, Luisa 
Passerini’s Mussolini Immaginario demonstrates how the Fascist regime 
reversed this idea.44 While until then Margherita had played a central role 
in representing the Italian nation, from the 1920s commentators affi rmed 
that “il fascismo è maschio.” Mussolini’s Italian was “a modern barbar-
ian.”45 The contrast to the monarchy’s public image under Umberto is strik-
ing. After Vittorio Emanuele’s death the newspapers reported that during 
the parade of the troops, on the eve of the funeral, “[Umberto’s] eyes were 
red from weeping. . . . Even the vigorous currassiers were deeply moved.”46 
Faced with the destruction wreaked by the earthquake on Ischia and its 
two thousand victims, La Capitale reported: “Every so often the king, who 
was extremely moved, wiped away a tear. . . . The King was pale. No one 
remembers having seen him more moved. His voice trembled.” What these 
reports show is that the idea of the monarchy as a family had an impact 
also on the particular representation of the king’s masculinity. In 1865 Vit-
torio Emanuele had visited the victims of cholera in Naples, but no one had 
seen him weep.47

In Italy, the physiological appearance of public fi gures and their body 
language were openly and frequently referred to in public discourse. 
Luciani Milani, on the fi rst anniversary of Minghetti’s death in 1887, 
gave a physiological and quasi erotic description of the statesman, 
constructing a relationship between his moral qualities and his bodily 
appearance.48 Newspapers regularly commented on Minghetti’s “mezzi 
vocali,” and the “sonorità chiara e piacevole” of his voice; and even his 
old adversaries on the Left joined in.49 Minghetti himself recorded his 
impressions of the already ageing Lord Palmerstone as a man “di bel-
lissimo aspetto,” which in a different national context might have been 
regarded as a rather inappropriate comment on another statesman.50 
Similarly Enrico Panzacchi was remembered in offi cial obituaries and 
commemorations for his masculine beauty:

A tall and strong personality, carrying a Roman head on his broad and 
robust shoulders . . . Free of any common aspects, his huge and open 
face was marked by constantly moving eyes, as if lost or immersed in 
an enchanted dream. But if his black and lucid eyes fi xed on an individ-
ual, an audience or the masses, he was able to communicate support, 
love and devotion with a mix of benevolence and reserve, of courtesy 
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and frankness, the herald and the spirit behind a voice which perfectly 
matched this vigorous body.51

An even more explicit register of language was used during the Fascist period 
in relation to Mussolini. Marinetti described the frequent references to Mus-
solini’s physical, virile image as “patriottismo fi siologico,” which became 
a literary genre at the time. During a visit to Bologna in 1927 the ecstatic 
masses greeted their “duce” with the words “sei bello.”52 As Sergio Luzzatto 
has demonstrated, the politicisation of the body’s physiological appearance 
produces multiple and different meanings, depending on the social-political 
and historical context.53 The symbolic meaning of both the person and the 
offi ce is constructed through its physiological dimension.

While historians usually trace the origins of Fascism’s physiological 
dimension back to the experience of slaughter and bloodshed in the trenches 
of World War I, the phenomenon has semantic roots in the imagination of 
the Risorgimento as well as in the symbolic construction of the nation dur-
ing the Liberal period.54 In 1878, during the sovereigns’ visit to Bologna, 
Marquis Gioacchino Pepoli welcomed the queen with the words “Salve 
Madre pietosa! Ave Stella d’Italia.” Previously Italians did not have a queen 
to whom to direct such a “dolce salute.”55 Margherita began to cultivate 
life at the court, a fact that fascinated the nation at large. Representing the 
ideal of the “mediating princes,” Umberto and Margherita sought to over-
come the isolation to which the crown had been driven by the character and 
life-style of Vittorio Emanuele II56. Paternalism, maternalism and charisma 
played an important role in this mediation, allowing wider strata of society 
to identify more readily with the royal family than with the nation’s political 
class. A model for this relationship was the public image cultivated by Queen 
Victoria after her marriage to Albert von Sachsen-Coburg-Gotha. Victoria 
herself, at least until her consort’s death, invoked the idea of the queen as 
mother and housewife.57 Already in 1868, on a fi rst visit to Bologna, ten 
years before Umberto’s coronation, the then crown prince and his young wife 
represented themselves as the nation’s fi rst family. Inspecting a local school, 
the royal couple hugged a four-year-old girl presented to them by the mayor. 
As Il Monitore reports with astonishment and delight, Margherita kissed the 
girl and then knelt down in front of the entire class to exchange kisses with 
all the children present: “This spontaneous gesture of true affection deeply 
touched everybody and moved not a few of those present to tears.” For a 
long time images such as this overshadowed the rumours about Umberto’s 
numerous extra-conjugal relationships before and during his reign.58

POPULAR ROYALISM AND THE NEW COURT

Italy’s fi rst king was a constitutionally powerful king, representing Italy in 
foreign policy, with a cabinet responsible only to him, not the parliament, 



and the right to issue royal decrees without further consultation. He was 
commander-in-chief of the army, having the sole right to declare war. He 
appointed town mayors and the members of the senate. After Cavour’s early 
death in 1861 the king assumed even greater political power.59 However, as 
an institution the monarchy remained strange to most Italians. Also Umberto 
was a soldier and much praised for his bravery in battle. But his manner was 
different, more reserved, less bold. After the accession to the throne, parlia-
ment and cabinet increased their powers, and reduced the king’s constitu-
tional role. Representatives of the court disappeared from government and 
the administration of the royal household was delegated to a minister.60 At the 
same time, without any formal change in the constitution, the king’s ceremo-
nial offi ce became more important. Undoubtedly, Umberto had a conserva-
tive and often reactionary approach to the emerging social question as well as 
to foreign policy, symbolised in the 1882 Triple Alliance with Germany and 
Austria against Republican France. However, his attitude towards the nation 
and to the cultural elites in particular made it possible for critical intellectuals 
to be drawn to some degree into a commitment to the liberal State. The king 
displayed a paternal tolerance, which allowed the cultural elite to identify with 
the monarchy and to contribute to the nation’s cultural development. When 
travelling the Romagna, aware of its associational culture, the king allegedly 
declared that “the dynasty must become democratic or it will fall.” Even if his 
policy clearly illustrates the limitations of his understanding of democracy, 
such affi rmations, combined with the monarchy’s new public image, had an 
important impact on the nation’s relationship with the monarchy.61

Giovanni Capellini, who dedicated one of his early geological maps to 
Umberto, described in his memoirs how the princes Amedeo and Umberto 
differed from their father in their attitude to Italy’s academic elite. This 
attitude led even a fervent Republican like Filopanti to write to Umberto 
about his scientifi c discoveries and to ask for subsidies in support of his 
research.62 Whereas Vittorio Emanuele’s visit to Bologna in 1861 did not 
even include a reception for the professors of the university, Crown Prince 
Umberto honoured the city with his participation in the International Con-
ference of Pre-Historical Sciences of 1871. In November 1878 the new king 
met the entire academic body and Carducci had his fi rst personal encoun-
ter with Umberto, at a time when the poet was beginning to moderate his 
earlier political radicalism. Carducci’s account of the event in a personal 
letter illustrates his perception of the young king’s attitude towards Italy’s 
cultural elite, but also the way in which formerly critical intellectuals were 
impressed and subsequently drawn into the system.63

“I am delighted to shake hands with you and to get to know you per-
sonally,” the king said approaching Carducci. “Since when have you 
been teaching here?”

“Since 1860, Sire.”
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“And you are still so young! This notwithstanding, you have already 
brought great honour to the arts and to our country. . . . I am serious, 
you know. Greatly though our political opinions may diverge, I admire 
your genius which brings so much honour to the fatherland. . . .”

“Sire, I feel deeply honoured by the praise that H.M. grants me and for 
having the opportunity to express the feelings of exaltation and hope 
with which I regard the high and civilised principles of H.M.’s reign.”

“I have not yet done anything. If you speak of my intentions, you can 
be assured, they are all for the better and the honour of the fatherland: 
in this we will always agree.”

Later Carducci remembered: “Everybody was impressed. But really, the 
fi rst time the king spoke to me with such excitement and emotion, and 
the second time he shook my hands with such cordiality, that it nearly 
seemed as if he would be grateful to me. The archaeologist Professor 
Brizio observed that ‘it looked as if he told you that he regards you as 
an old friend.’ Today this episode was on everyone’s lips. Everybody 
spoke about Umberto’s affection for me.”64

Bologna was even more impressed by Carducci’s encounter with the queen 
on the same occasion, when Her Majesty surprised everybody by quoting 

Figure 8.1 King Umberto and Queen Margherita Visiting Bologna in 1878. 
(Author’s Collection.)



from memory the poet’s Odi barbare.65 Other encounters with the royal 
family followed, and in 1889 Carducci was invited to their holiday resort in 
Gressoney, where he spent several hours reading poetry with the queen. In 
1902 Margherita acquired Carducci’s personal library to make it accessible 
to the public and in 1906 she bought his house, leaving it to the municipal-
ity as a museum.

During Umberto’s 1878 visit to Bologna meetings with representa-
tives of the Labour organisations were as cordial as the reception for the 
city’s academic elites had been. Bologna and the former Papal Legations 
were regarded as the most diffi cult leg during the monarch’s fi rst offi cial 
journey across the nation, when he visited most of Italy’s important cit-
ies and regions. Bologna was a stronghold of legitimist Papalism, whereas 
the Romagna was marked by Socialist and revolutionary unrest. Despite 
the initially rather cold welcome, Bologna, after this fi rst visit, radically 
changed its attitude to the royal family and the queen in particular. As a 
witness close to the court noted in his diary, “the success that the queen has 
here in Bologna, as a woman and as sovereign, can hardly be described.”66

Referring to Italy’s enthusiasm for Napoleon, Adolphe Thiers had com-
mented that “Italians are extremely sensitive and sometimes moved even 
by sovereigns they don’t love. Like all peoples, they are easily seduced by 
the impression of great staging.”67 What seduced Bologna on this occasion 
was the sovereigns’ openly displayed charm. In the popular imagination 
King Umberto’s fi rst offi cial tour of the country assumed particular sig-
nifi cance through the dramatic events in Naples, only a few days after the 
visit to Bologna. Naples had a special relationship to the royal couple, since 
they had taken offi cial residence in the city after their wedding in 1868. 
The hereditary prince was born here and created Prince of Naples. Accord-
ing to an anecdote, when leaving the palace for the fi rst time after her 
accouchement, Margherita had presented the young prince to the women 
of the local market.68 In 1878, during the enthusiastic welcoming of the 
royal couple in the streets of Naples, the unemployed cook and assumed 
anarchist Giovanni Passanante emerged from the throng with a knife and 
tried to assassinate the king. The prime minister Benedetto Cairoli threw 
himself on the murderer and saved Umberto’s life. Paying no heed to the 
injuries suffered, the sovereigns continued their parade smiling and greet-
ing, until they reached the royal palace. Cairoli, who had received a deep 
leg wound, became a national hero.69

Famous Republicans such as Aurelio Saffi  and Alberto Mario condemned 
regicide as an insane crime. In Rome spontaneous manifestations demon-
strated solidarity with Umberto, while numerous churches celebrated the Te 
Deum to thank God for having saved the king.70 The popular expressions of 
solidarity with the king caused unexpected fatalities, when a bomb thrown 
into the crowd in Florence killed four bystanders.71 The history of anarchism 
often refers to popular publications celebrating the perpetrators. However, 
there also existed another genre of pamphlet literature condemning these acts 
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of violence. Cesare Causa, a retired offi cer of the army, published in 1879 
an illustrated volume about the event.72 In the course of 127 pages, mostly 
through quotations from offi cial documents and witnesses, Causa described 
Passanante’s life, the attempted assassination, the trial and the reactions, 
arguing a passionate case against regicide and in favour of applying the death 
penalty to Passanante. All this contributed to widespread identifi cation with 
the monarch.

It would be wrong to assume that modern societies need less myth and 
ritual than traditional societies.73 Depending on how monarchical power is 
staged, the royal family is in a position to respond to these popular needs for 
myth and ritual. It was with the entrance of the young Queen Margherita 
into the public sphere that Italy—and Italian women in particular—became 
familiar with the monarchy. The crown was for the fi rst time represented as 
a family. Press reports on Vittorio Emanuele’s death devoted much time to 
the public appearance of the princess, presenting the picture of a mourning 
daughter.74 In the South, where the Piedmontese were regarded as a foreign 
regime, peasants began crossing themselves at the mention of the queen’s 
name; the fashion magazine Margherita became a best-seller; Naples 
invented its famous Pizza Margherita; by the year 1901 more than two hun-
dred poets had dedicated their verses to her; and the queen was largely held 
responsible for the new fl avour of court life in Rome. For a British commen-
tator she became “a beatrice in the crusade to clean up Italian politics.”75 

Figure 8.2 Attempted Assassination of King Umberto in Naples. (Author’s 
Collection.)



Even before Umberto’s accession to the throne, in 1876, the masses in Rome 
referred to her as “the people’s queen.” Not infrequently support for her 
went hand in hand with the request for a constitutional strengthening of 
the monarchy or with the voicing of anti-parliamentary sentiments. For the 
queen’s name-day in 1881 the Gazzetta dell’Emilia wrote:

The twentieth of July is a date that every Italian remembers with true 
love—the name-day of Her Majesty, our gracious queen. Her name 
evokes affection, devotion and enthusiasm among every Italian. Ev-
erywhere her presence is celebrated with spontaneous ardour, with 
real admiration for her outstanding virtue. We too send this majestic 
woman our sincere blessings, convinced that her felicity will always be 
linked to the well-being of the patria.76

On that day the streets of Bologna were decorated with fl ags and fl owers; 
music played in the squares. The newspapers published the letters of con-
gratulation from numerous associations and circles, as well as the replies by 
the queen’s cavaliere d’onore.77

Public perception of the court and popular royalism changed dramati-
cally during the Umbertian age, due in large part to the ways in which the 
queen transformed the court into a cultural and social centre. Margherita’s 
relationship to artists and intellectuals, who for the fi rst time were promi-
nent at the Savoyard court, played a key role in effecting this alteration. 
Once the queen had opened a great ball at the Quirinale with the German 
historian Gregorovius as her cavaliere, the local nobility and the military 
understood that they were to take second place. This decision not only rep-
resented a breach of etiquette; it was also a remarkable gesture considering 
that the Vatican had placed the German’s History of Rome on its index 
of forbidden books.78 Likewise conduct at the queen’s salon demonstrated 
how the monarchy wished to be perceived. For Nicolaus Sombart the social 
dynamic of a salon depended on the “infl uence and the attractive strength” 
of its central fi gure, usually female, which “laid the basis for the group’s 
cohesion.”79 Erotic tension complemented the institution’s classical culture. 
In Italy contemporaries remarked how many “wise men” and how few offi -
cers were seen around the queen, another break with Savoyard tradition. 
Her salon resembled in some respect that of the Princess Mathilde, Napo-
leon III’s illustrious cousin, bringing together nobility, artists and men of 
letters.80 The intellectual centre of the salotto was until his death in 1886 
Marco Minghetti, a further reason for Bologna to feel privileged in its 
relationship to the queen. Not only Margherita’s adviser on art, music and 
occasionally on politics, Minghetti also became her Latin tutor, teaching 
her grammar and ancient literature, taking her through a programme that 
corresponded to that of Italy’s Liceo Classico. The public perception of the 
queen’s relationship with the nation’s men of letters became a central ele-
ment of Italy’s popular royalism.
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BRITISH IMAGININGS

The gendering of the monarchy during the fi ne secolo was also infl uenced 
by foreign perceptions of the Italian nation, especially in the former Papal 
States with their many political exiles. Long before Umberto and Mar-
gherita began to represent the nation as a family, British public opinion 
had analysed the peninsula in gendered terms, in thrall to what Maura 
O’Connor has termed the “Romance of Italy.”81 Numerous examples may 
serve to illustrate these imaginings. The Italian landscape became the 
backdrop for the famous romance between the poets Elizabeth Barrett 
and Robert Browning, a relationship previously prohibited by societal and 
climatological conditions in London. Born in Camberwell into a wealthy 
family with an intense interest in the arts, a graduate in Greek and Latin 
from University College London, Robert had formed his idea of Italy long 
before his fi rst visit to the Mediterranean. The cliché of Italy as “the home 
of all the arts” made the country “particularly suitable for ladies” a fair 
number of whom were fascinated by, and politically involved in the Italian 
Risorgimento. Famous fi gures included Aurelio Saffi ’s wife Lady Crawford 
and Jessie White, an English nurse who travelled with Garibaldi’s “Thou-
sand” and married the Mazzinian Alberto Mario. Another woman of the 
“Thousand,” Crispi’s wife Rosalia Montmasson, was admired by British 
public opinion for the courageous fashion in which she faced her years 
of exile in Malta and England. A similar part was played by the baroness 
Maria Espérance von Schwartz and by the Countess Maria Martini della 
Torre, who met Garibaldi in London in 1854.82 Many of these women were 
able to infl uence diplomatic circles. Mazzini, during his exile in England, 
likewise relied on a network of women and the debates among the “Friends 
of Italy” became for many English women an important political forum. 
According to Maura O’Connor, the political concerns of these women 
were expressed “in a language closely associated with their feminine values 
and positions”83. Their role as the “moral guardian of the English fam-
ily and nation” formed the basis for their maternal-political struggle in 
favour of an imagined Italy. They perceived Italy as a backward country, 
whose women were not yet morally prepared to do their duty, a percep-
tion in stark contrast to the image of uncontaminated purity with which 
the authors of the Risorgimento themselves described their female heroes. 
Victorian women volunteered to perform this role, practicing charity as a 
leisure activity and keen on adventure as distraction from their humdrum 
everyday existence. In Italy, however, contemporaries tended to describe 
Garibaldi’s British nurses as eccentric, unattractive and domineering.84 In 
acts of charity, as Mary Douglas observed, “the recipient does not like the 
giver.”85 Broad swaths of Italian public opinion rejected the patronising 
role of the foreign female observer.

Despite all restrictions, women had not been absent from public life. 
Bologna’s newspapers regularly ran stories about local women supporting 



Garibaldi or the Guardia Nazionale with collections and nursing the 
wounded during the wars of liberation.86 As one article stated, “the 
women of these lands [Emila and Romagna] are demonstrating to the 
rest of Europe that they know how to live for those who sacrifi ce every-
thing on the altar of the patria.”87 After Unifi cation both the Left and 
the Right emphasised the importance of women in the construction of a 
national community, even if they excluded them from important areas 
of public life.88 The case of Adelaide Cairoli, imagined as the grieving 
mother of the Cairoli brothers, may be taken to exemplify the manner 
in which liberal Italy fashioned its female guardians of the nation. The 
“Cornelia dell’età nostra,” as she was remembered in Bologna, had lost 
four of her fi ve sons during the wars of the Risorgimento, while a fi fth 
had risked his life in the streets of Naples to save King Umberto from 
the assassin’s dagger. “Mamma Adelaide,” came to be represented as “a 
moral example for entire generations of Italians.”89 Carducci honoured 
her with a hymn, published in his Giambi ed Epodi. Anita Garibaldi, 
who lost her life during the campaign, played a yet more dramatic role 
as the mother of the nation. There is no doubt that the fathers of the 
Risorgimento attributed to women a reactionary role as agents of domes-
ticity, but this hardly differed from the Victorian model. Only exception-
ally did these women abandon their traditional role for the sake of the 
nation. The new role of Queen Margherita in representing the monarchy 
has to be viewed against this general backdrop.

THE PEOPLE’S QUEEN, THE PEOPLE’S NATION

Since 1876 the governments of the Left had sought to fashion a new patri-
otic religion, to promote “political education” and so to give “Italians a 
fatherland”90. In the same spirit Umberto appointed for the fi rst time a 
Southerner as prime minister, Crispi, a former collaborator of Mazzini 
and Garibaldi, and a representative of the middle class. Crispi played a 
major role in strengthening national identity and in imposing a new image 
of the nation upon the Italian people. An Italian Giacobino, Crispi feared 
a political class emerging directly from civil society. Instead, he regarded 
it as legitimate for the political class to forge its own civil society in accor-
dance with the politicians’ own values. Under Crispi, the popular heroes 
Garibaldi and Mazzini were absorbed into the State’s offi cial representa-
tion of itself, part of a general effort to foster national identity and to 
create social cohesion.91 Since the 1860s, under the impact of the offi cial 
celebrations of the Statuto, the commemoration of 8 August had in general 
been neglected in Bologna. When celebrations did take place, the event 
was organised by various associations and committees of veterans, such 
as the league for popular education, the Workingmen’s Society and the 
mutual aid societies. The municipality, still governed by the Moderates, did 
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not play an active part in such events.92 However, since 1878, civil society 
and the popular associations had grasped that the monarchy and the new 
government supported their initiatives and shared the popular image of the 
Risorgimento that they wished to transmit. Fifty years after the revolution 
the king granted Bologna the gold medal “to reward its citizens for their 
military endeavours.” On the same occasion the council fi nally approved 
the budget to erect a monument recording this event, a project fi rst pro-
posed by the Left in 1867.93

The most signifi cant step towards a new idea of the Risorgimento, tak-
ing account of the people’s role in the national revolution, was the “Risor-
gimento-Temple” exacted at the 1888 exhibition. The temple collected “the 
most remarkable proofs of the sacrifi ces we have made and of the unut-
terable sorrows we endured for Italy.”94 The museum’s emphasis on traces 
of sacrifi ce corresponded closely to Mazzini’s concept of “political educa-
tion,” ideas to a certain extent implemented by Crispi as minister of inte-
rior. A year after the 1888 exhibition the commune housed the temporary 
exhibition in a permanent Museum of the Risorgimento and approved, 
unanimously, a budget of 1200 Lire to order and catalogue the material 
and to build up a specialised library.95

Changes are also noticeable in the way Bologna represented itself on pub-
lic occasions. During the opening of the 1871 museum and the International 
Congress of Pre-Historical Sciences only the authorities had taken part in 
the festivities, organised by the municipality with the greatest splendour; the 
people of Bologna had to observe the dignitaries from the streets. In 1881, 
for the opening of the new Civic Museum and the inauguration of the Inter-
national Geological Congress, voluntary associations, the Workingmen’s 
Society, veterans’ organisations, women’s and trade organisations played 
an active role in the programme and were represented on the organising 
committee.96 Forty Labour associations welcomed the participants of the 
congress with banners, music and a parade in Piazza Rossini. During the 
inauguration of the Geological Museum the representatives of the Società 
Operaie were formally introduced to the minister Quintino Sella, honor-
ary president of the congress. The minister, himself a geologist, elaborated 
upon the symbolic meaning of this encounter when he explained that “we 
geologists, like the humblest of workers, use hammers. I value a democracy 
which strives to better itself and which reaches out to those who study and 
work in the sciences.”97 This emphasis on the encounter between academic 
and political elites and Bologna’s civic organisations refl ected the changing 
political climate in Umbertian Italy, even if Bologna’s cultural policy was 
still dominated by a Moderate council majority. In particular the emerging 
middle class insisted on creating symbolic links between the city and the 
monarchy, as demonstrated during the celebrations for the eight hundred 
years of Bologna’s university in 1888 and the Great Exhibitions organised 
on that occasion, combined with the inauguration of the monument for Vit-
torio Emanuele II and the opening of the Giardini Margherita, a huge park 



with lakes outside the former city walls named after the queen.98 For the 
event Margherita visited Bologna once again. Considering her popularity, 
the Church was ill-advised when it received the queen, on her visit to the 
cathedral, according to the ceremony for foreign princes, thus demonstrat-
ing, a decade after the death of Pius IX, that it still refused to recognise the 
Savoy as legitimate rulers of the Legations and of Italy.

During these years the life of the royal family was increasingly made 
public. In 1866 the death of Prince Ordone had merited just twelve lines in 
Bologna’s principal newspaper; and unlike the Piedmontese capital, Bologna 
did not go out of its way to celebrate the crown prince’s wedding in 1868.99 
This changed after 1878. The queen’s name-days and the monarchs’ twenty-
fi fth wedding anniversary in 1893 were marked as major events in the life 
of the nation and the city. Through charity events the cities used these occa-
sions to create an image that presented the sovereigns as deeply committed 
to the nation’s well-being. To celebrate the sovereigns’ wedding anniversary, 
the commune gave 3000 Lire to a home for children whose parents had been 
mutilated or killed at work; the council contributed 50,000 Lire to a chil-
dren’s hospital in Bologna and a plot of municipal land was designated as 
the site of an infant school. As the council proclaimed, “the welfare of poor 
children is the best greeting Bologna can send to the king.”100 The total sum 
spent on these initiatives exceeded Bologna’s investment in the commemora-
tion of Vittorio Emanuele II fi fteen years earlier. Moreover, at the time the 
emphasis was not on charity but on the commemoration of the king-soldier: 
10,000 Lire were given for the national monument in Rome and 50,000 Lire 
for a monument in Bologna to the nation’s fi rst soldier. Only 1000 Lire went 
to the local poorhouse, named after the fi rst king of Italy.101 From the 1880s 
onwards other members of the royal family were accorded considerable 
public attention. In 1890 the council commemorated the death of the king’s 
brother Prince Amedeo as a hero of the Risorgimento. A street was named 
after him and his bust was placed in the local Risorgimento museum.102 For 
the wedding of the Duke of Aosta in 1895 the council sent telegram greetings 
to the royal family and announced the event in the local press. The birth of 
Princesse Jolanda Margherita was worth 2000 Lire to help foster-children.103 
Frequently, these initiatives were meant to convey a particular political mes-
sage. For the engagement of the crown prince with Princess Elena of Monte-
negro the council pronounced its gratitude for the fact

that the young prince chose his consort from a country which, like ours, 
owes its independence to the virtue of its people. Like Italy, this country 
is a new state, with a right to exist, an idea kept alive through indomi-
table virtue, the force of weapons, and the strong, determined and con-
tinuous will to become a nation.104

Bologna thus interpreted the engagement as an opportunity for the nation to 
identify with the Savoy’s dynastic policy.
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The changing public representations of the monarchy in Italy corre-
sponded to a wider European trend and went hand in hand with the grad-
ual retreat of many European monarchs from active politics. Meanwhile, 
Victorian Britain, since the late 1870s, had created an image of its monar-
chy that was more splendid than anything Britain had seen before, thereby 
enhancing the monarchy’s popularity among the wider population. Two 
generations earlier the expenditure for George IV’s coronation in 1821, 
the most extravagant and expensive in history, had outraged public opin-
ion and provoked a sharp reaction. Public perceptions of Queen Victoria’s 
coronation in 1838 were markedly different. Likewise, in 1877, when Dis-
raeli made Queen Victoria Empress of India the population stood behind 
the event. Similar public support was expressed for the Viennese celebra-
tions of the six-hundredth anniversary of the Habsburg monarchy, for the 
millennium of the kingdom of Hungary and for the jubilees and birthdays 
of Emperor Franz Joseph. The invention of an imperial court in Berlin fol-
lowed a similar course, based on numerous new rituals and a sophisticat-
edly staged ceremony. Robert Musil’s notion of the Parallelaktion, a few 
decades later, mocked the extent to which the European courts had entered 
into a competition regarding the splendour of their monarchical ritual.105

On 28 June 1896 the royal family—the king, in the company of the 
queen and the prince of Naples—visited Bologna yet again, this time 
to unveil Giulio Monteverde’s monument for Marco Minghetti and to 
open the Orthopaedic Institute in the former monastery of San Michele 
in Bosco. They also inaugurated the new Montagnola gardens, the scene 
of the revolutionary defeat of the Austrians in 1848. The prospect of the 
visit plunged Bologna into a state of “fantasmagoria.”106 The streets of 
the city were decorated with hundreds of fl ags and fl owers, the city-gates 
were illuminated, bands played in the squares. The celebrations started at 
11:00 a.m. in Piazza Minghetti, followed by a great banquet with repre-
sentatives of the city in the council hall. The event culminated in popular 
merry-making at the Montagnola, continuing throughout the night. With 
the inauguration of the monument for Minghetti the sovereigns paid trib-
ute to Bologna’s most famous politician, an intimate friend and tutor of 
the queen and one of the founders of the State. At the Montagnola the 
sovereigns acknowledged the people’s contribution to the national revolu-
tion; and with the inauguration of the hospital they underlined once more 
their image as the nation’s fi rst benefactors, playing upon the idea of the 
“Re buono.” Eight hundred seats on the tribunes of the Montagnola were 
reserved for the workers who had been employed in this major project of 
urban development. “An unforgettable day for Bologna” ran the headline 
of the Gazzetta dell’Emilia the following day, a feast for the nation as 
well as for the city, in striking contrast to the traditional celebrations of 
the “Festa dello Statuto.” Illustrating Bologna’s special relationship with 
the sovereigns, the calm and friendly atmosphere contrasted sharply with 
the somewhat mixed welcome the city of Milan accorded the king a few 



weeks earlier, an event coloured by political tensions and by the hostile 
demonstrations staged by Republicans and Socialists.107

REGICIDE

The last governments under Umberto I were formed around authoritarian 
conservatives like Pelloux and Sonnino. They combined a compassionate 
social policy with fi ercely anti-Socialist repression. For a majority of Ital-
ians the king represented an authoritarian father-fi gure, trying to temper 
his government’s harsh approach to the social question. Social and political 
tensions deteriorated dramatically during the fi ne secolo. In the agricul-
tural sector alone, the year 1897 involved 24,135 workers in strikes, with 
a total of 322,020 days of labour lost. Attempts to pacify society through 
a strengthening of national consciousness largely failed.108 According to 
Fulvio Cammarano this policy offered “national identity without political 
identity.” The “mancato colpo di Stato” against the Left in parliament, 
and the repressive policy in the South and against the Labour movement 
caused Radicals, Republicans and Socialists to forge a common front, a 
political development mirrored in Bologna’s council alliances since the 
1880s.109 Increasingly, the government’s reactionary conservatism led to 
criticism even within the ranks of the Right, to protests among intellectu-
als, in the press, and even within the Chamber of Commerce, which was 
keen to pacify Labour relations. However, the idea of an authoritarian but 
paternal king, combined with the image of the sovereigns as a family trans-
mitted by the queen, supplanted in popular memory the darker moments of 
Umberto’s reign—the uprisings in Sicily and Milan, the violent confronta-
tions with the Labour movement, the fi nancial scandals and the colonial 
disasters. The crown’s positive public image also served to defl ect the occa-
sional rumours about Umberto’s affairs with certain ladies of the court 
as well as with less noble women, rumours that threatened to tarnish the 
carefully crafted image of the sovereigns as the nation’s fi rst family.110

On 29 July 1900, during the sovereigns’ habitual holiday in Monza, the 
anarchist Gaetano Bresci killed Umberto I with three shots of his revolver. 
He was the fi rst member of the house of Savoy to be assassinated in seven 
hundred years and his death was widely perceived as the end of an epoch, 
a real fi ne secolo.111 According to a legend numerous times reiterated in the 
press, the queen captured the event in the words: “this is the greatest crime 
of the century.” Just minutes after the assassination Bresci himself offered 
an equally powerful trope: “I didn’t kill Umberto. I killed a king. I killed a 
principle!”112 At the time the terrorists active in Europe were often described 
as mad or psychologically disturbed. Allegedly, Passanante’s mental health 
deteriorated in prison; Bresci and other anarchists committed suicide or 
were assassinated in captivity. Conversely, Errico Malatesta explained their 
actions as a consequence of the “infamous persecutions” and the “social 
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injustice” they had to endure.113 Bresci, a thirty-two-year-old highly skilled 
silk weaver from Tuscany, was educated and of lower middle class back-
ground. He had lived for several years in Paterson, New Jersey, where he had 
two children with an Irish woman and worked, not badly paid, for a silk 
company. Paterson was not particularly hostile to its working class and since 
the 1880s streets had been named after William Tell and Karl Marx.114 It 
was here that Bresci became acquainted with Malatesta, an infl uential leader 
among Italian anarchists, less demagogic than most Socialists at the time.115 
His personal circumstances differed considerably from the image of Italian 
workers in the USA that Malatesta himself transmitted in his writings. The 
Italians, Malatesta claimed, were treated as “an inferior race just a little 
above the negroes.”116 Bresci’s motive in returning to Italy was to avenge the 
victims of the Milan uprisings. According to the local press, anarchist circles 
in New York had spent months preparing the assassination, though con-
temporaries as well as later generations of historians insist that he had acted 
alone.117 Shortly before his return to Italy, Bresci had also been in contact 
with anarchists in Paris. Like Luccheni, the murderer of Elisabeth of Austria, 
he became an object of admiration among anarchists all over the world and 
despite being offi cially condemned by the Socialist parties, parts of the Euro-
pean Labour movement interpreted the assassination as a comprehensive 
reaction to the social tensions mounting in Italy during Umberto’s reign.118

The popular image of the monarchy was surprisingly unaffected by the 
social and political developments during the last years of Umberto’s reign, thus 
refl ecting the ambivalent nature of identifi cation as a specifi c form of emo-
tional tie.119 While the anarchists referred to the dead monarch as “Machine-
gun King” or “Umberto-dirty hands,” public perceptions of the events in 
Monza made Umberto a “martyr king.” Pascoli and D’Annunzio, certainly 
not unsympathetic to the social question, dedicated hymns to the dead king, 
while Matilde Serao wept for Margherita, who so “gladdened our lives.”120 In 
a booklet published shortly after the assassination, Fernanda De-Amici identi-
fi ed with the grieving queen: “An entire people joins her in prayer and weeps 
with her.”121 Even the Socialist L’Avanti described the murderer as “mad and 
a criminal.” Leo Tolstoi was one of only a few to express sympathy for Bresci, 
explaining that this kind of violence came from above and was provoked by 
colonial wars, repression and torture. The intense reaction to the king’s death 
reinforced the myth of the popular and “good king,” and caused many to 
forget that towards the end of his reign this image had been more than a little 
tarnished.122 As Arturo Labriola wrote a few years later, this public reaction to 
the assassination demonstrates that “the liberal revolution, which should have 
transformed subjects into citizens and the king into the state’s fi rst civil ser-
vant, had never permeated Italians.”123 Cathérine Brice has demonstrated how 
in the public responses to their death both Vittorio Emaunele II and Umberto 
I were associated with the people, il popolo. In the case of Vittorio Emanuele 
this people was the Risorgimento’s social body; with Umberto, however, it was 
the working people, “the man of the street, the poor.” Umberto represented 



the “good king always close to his people.” Thus, the monarchy became a 
popular institution, with a clearly defi ned social mission.124

The king’s funeral, in the Pantheon, in Rome, was staged with the great-
est splendour and attended by pilgrims from all over the country, including 
many Bolognesi. With some weeks delay a fi lm documenting the funeral 
was presented in Bologna’s Teatro Eleonora Duse and attracted a great 
throng of citizens from various social backgrounds, one of the city’s fi rst 
spectacular cinematographic projections, a media event extending the com-
munity of mourners well beyond the pilgrims present in Rome. 

During the offi cial commemorations in Bologna’s council, the fi rst 
thoughts went to the widow:

There, in the sad palace of Monza, a majestic woman, a paragon of 
gratitude and virtue, is oppressed by a grief for which there is no com-
fort. We will not disturb the tragic keenness of this grief by empty 
words, but the Augusta Donna should know that the whole of Italy 
suffers and weeps with her.125

Then the mayor lauded the successor to the throne, Vittorio Emanuele III, 
“who takes the crown during such an anguished moment.” His name, a 
reference to the kingdom’s founding father, was interpreted as a symbol 
of comfort for the nation. The orations of the councillors made reference 
to the kinship between king and people, the idea of the nation as a family, 
headed by the monarch.126 “This sad and wicked murderer did not commit 
a regicide, but a patricide, because Umberto I was not the king, he was the 
loving father of his people.” The parties of the Left used the occasion to 
confi rm their commitment to the constitution and to condemn the anar-
chists’ methods in the strongest possible terms:

Between honest popular parties and assassins there is only an abyss, there 
is only infi nity. . . . The assassin and the cowards who belong with him 
have no family, no fatherland, no party, no nation, they are unworthy of 
belonging to humanity. . . . They deprived the people, the workers and 
the poor of their greatest friend and of their beloved benefactor.127

The commemorations also reveal the extent to which Bologna prized its 
special relationship with Italy’s second sovereign. The monarch’s numerous 
visits to the city were recorded in the courtyard of the town hall. As on 
previous occasions, “this good and benevolent king” was commemorated 
through an act of charity, a further 50,000 Lire for the local children’s hos-
pital.128 When a century later the anarchists of Carrara wanted to erect a 
monument to Gaetano Bresci, in an age when public monuments had almost 
gone out of fashion, the request provoked a scandal and was rejected, lead-
ing Mario Isnenghi to conclude that at least in a negative sense the cultural 
mechanisms of public monuments still work.129
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CIVIL RELIGION AROUND THE TURN OF THE CENTURY

Vittorio Emanuele III and Queen Elena broke with the splendour of Mar-
gherita’s court life. They left the Quirinale for less spectacular residences 
and endorsed the notion of a democratic king living a bourgeois life-style, 
challenging the public image of the Italian monarchy once more. Unlike 
his father and his grandfather, Vittorio Emanuele III was interested in lit-
erature and the arts and emphasised the administrative duties of his offi ce, 
spending long hours at his desk. Politically, the years before World War 
I were a period of consolidation for the monarchy and in many respects 
also for Italy as a whole. Economic consolidation went hand in hand with 
attempts at social pacifi cation.

The commemorations for Garibaldi between his death in 1882 and 
World War I illustrate both the government’s changing attitude towards 
the legacy of the Risorgimento and the persistence of a politically divided 
memory. “The invention of the hero” had started several decades before his 
death, but after 1882 the institutions of the liberal State assumed an active 
role in this process. The municipalities in particular rallied to the new cult 
around Garibaldi, a name “rooted in the history of every city and town,” 
as the catalogue of the 1884 Esposizione nazionale in Turin noted.130 From 
the moment the news of Garibaldi’s death broke, shops and theatres all over 
Italy closed. Public buildings were decorated with mourning drapes and the 
newspapers appeared with black margins. The mayor’s offi cial declaration 
stood in marked contrast to the Moderates’ earlier utterances regarding 
Garibaldi’s contribution to the national revolution:

The history of Giuseppe Garibaldi’s glorious deeds and his noble sac-
rifi ce are written . . . into the heart of every Italian. Remembering this 
sublime fi gure of a hero, our profound gratitude will remain imperish-
able. Together with a great king and a great minister he formed the 
sacred triad to which Italy owes the fulfi lment of its unity and indepen-
dence, the realisation of the longings of so many martyrs and illustrious 
thinkers, including, more than anybody else, Giuseppe Mazzini.131

Now even Mazzini fi gured among the Risorgimento’s offi cially recognised 
heroes. In the city’s largest and most popular theatre Bologna’s students 
organised a commemoration for Garibaldi, with a weeping Carducci as 
the main speaker. The audience openly displayed its despair. The coun-
cil celebrated its own commemoration and contributed 40,000 Lire to a 
local monument for Garibaldi—four times the sum provided for Cavour’s 
monument in 1861 and only 10,000 Lire less than the commune had paid 
for its monument to Vittorio Emanuele II.132 Count Grabinski was the only 
councillor who voted against the motion and who remained seated during 
the mourning. Subsequently the council discussed a proposal of the Work-
ingmen’s Society. Instead of using the approved sum to erect a monument, 



they wished to build a public bath bearing the hero’s name. Their approach 
was characteristic of the Left at the time: On the fi rst anniversary of the 
General’s death Cavallotti explained that “Garibaldi non si commemora: 
si sente.”133 Although some councillors expressed doubts as to whether “a 
warrior like General Garibaldi should be honoured with dirty water,” Filo-
panti, himself a veteran of Garibaldi’s campaigns, explained that “if the 
hero was still alive and consulted on his preference, he would opt with-
out hesitation for the fi rst choice. Although the water of the pool will get 
dirty, it then has the merit of having cleaned human bodies.” After lengthy 
debates the commune built the bath in addition to erecting a monument, 
designed by Carlo Parmeggiani and placed on Bologna’s most prestigious 
street, the new axis leading from the station to Piazza Maggiore.134

The monarchy also assumed an important role in celebrating the new cult 
around Garibaldi, and the king presided over the national commemorations 
for the centennial of his birth. On this occasion Bologna presented a prize 
for the best book on the “Expedition of the Thousand” and distributed 
historical accounts of Garibaldi’s life among the pupils of the local second-
ary schools. The mayor pleaded for a commemoration that might over-
come political divisions, but the Socialist councillors questioned whether 
this was possible, considering that the clerical members of the majority 
“have always been Garibaldi’s most bitter enemy.”135 With reference to 
the municipal prize, councillor Grossi maintained that the administration 
had chosen the theme of the “Thousand” because the event “culminated 
in the donation of a monarchy,” while a more general treatment would 
have to discuss the Roman Republic of 1849 and the unsuccessful Men-
tana campaign. Any other topic would have produced clashes within the 
conservative-clerical majority.136 Three years later, in 1910, on the fi ftieth 
anniversary of Garibaldi’s Expedition, the mayor Marquis Tanari remem-
bered “the immortal Duce Giuseppe Garibaldi,” while the opposition cel-
ebrated a mission whose motto had been “Roma o Morte!” The Socialists 
reminded the council that the Redshirts had a “vision,” “postulating a new 
society.”137 Memories remained divided. There were at least two Garibal-
dis—the offi cial hero representing the nation super partes and the popu-
lar hero of the Democratic and Socialist tradition. The popular Garibaldi 
assumed a function comparable to the cult of the Madonna invented during 
the Middle Ages, belonging fi rst to the people and only second to the insti-
tution of the church.138 Despite the efforts to create a hero super partes, for 
the Left Garibaldi was never completely identifi ed with the institution of 
the liberal State.

The occasions for public commemorations changed over time. In 1905, 
commenting on the dates on which the municipality fl ies the national fl ag, 
the Socialists asked why the anniversary of the Roman Republic and the 
1 May were not listed among the offi cial dates. According to the mayor 
the 1 May did not mark any historical or patriotic event; and while the 
commune commemorated Mazzini and Garibaldi for their contribution 
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to the Unifi cation of Italy, the Roman Republic represented “a form of 
government which the giunta does not wish to celebrate.” When a few 
months later the opposition sought to clarify if the clerical members of the 
majority subscribed to the celebration of Mazzini, the mayor interrupted 
the debate.139 Ten years later, the Socialist council majority set the dates 
on which the fl ag should be fl own. The list no longer included the king’s 
birthday, provoking protests among the monarchical opposition. In their 
view the outbreak of the war meant a defeat of Socialist Internationalism 
and required solidarity between the peoples and their monarchs.140 May 
Day was celebrated with fi nancial contributions from the municipality 
and after Italy entered the war the Socialist mayor published a manifesto 
describing “how the barbarities of a terrible war undermine civic life.” 
Therefore, “Bologna’s proletariat” should commemorate May Day as “a 
manifestation of faith in a better future”:

Despite these unexpected events, the men of Labour know . . . that 
in every corner of the world there are other men who suffer the same 
obstacles and nurture the same hopes. . . . The capitalist order is the 
political and economic expression of an aggressive imperialism. It re-
vives conservative tendencies, violently suppresses freedom of thought 
and action, and does not answer to the needs of the labouring classes. 
The various forms of militarism cannot foster healthy social and civil 
relationships. The proletariat . . . requests that all peoples, without 
pressure of weapons, unite in freedom under those forms of govern-
ment which correspond best to their traditions, to their interests, to 
their history. . . . Citizens! Strong in our convictions, on this fi rst of 
May we raise our voice for a most fervent invocation of peace, a peace 
which . . . promotes the triumph of the workers’ International and the 
exaltation of human civilization.141

However, the more confi dent the Socialist administration became in stak-
ing its claim to the municipal territory of cultural self-representation, the 
more the local representatives of central government took fright. Without 
notifi cation or justifi cation, the chief of the police halted the distribution of 
the mayor’s manifesto, thus demonstrating the institutional barriers against 
the establishment of a new civic culture based on Municipal Socialism.142



9 “Viva Rossini—Morte a Wagner”? 
From Campanilismo to the Future

Nineteenth-century Italian opera is often equated with the combination 
of La Scala and Verdi, regardless of the fact that between 1845 and 1887 
not a single opera by Verdi was premiered in Milan;1 and despite extensive 
research on the repertoire of Italian theatres, for most people “opera in 
Italy” still means the middle and later Verdi, some Rossini, Bellini and 
Donizetti, as a curiosity possibly Giordano’s Andrea Chénier and Ponchi-
elli’s La Gioconda, and since the fi ne secolo Puccini, Leoncavallo and Mas-
cagni. While this is an accurate refl ection upon “Italian opera in the world,” 
it is a distortion of what was happening on the Italian stages between Uni-
fi cation and Fascism, contributing to the stereotype of Italians obsessed 
with their own operatic, culinary and criminal culture, mentally sealed off 
from what is happening outside the peninsula.2 There were countless Ital-
ian stage composers whom we have forgotten (often for good reasons); and 
impresari as well as local administrations were keen to internationalise the 
repertoire of their theatres.

The example of Bologna’s Teatro Comunale illustrates how Italian cul-
ture was shaped through a constant dialogue with the international rep-
ertoire, and, more generally, with intellectual and aesthetic developments 
from all over Europe, particularly France and Germany. Starting from the 
cultural stagnation of the late Papal regime under Austrian occupation, 
during the fi ne secolo Bologna became one of the centres of Italy’s musi-
cal avant-garde. While it might be argued that Bologna’s Teatro Comunale 
constitutes a special case, at the same time it had a major infl uence on the 
Italian opera scene as a whole; and the city was not alone in promoting the 
non-Italian repertoire. At the 1884 Esposizione Italiana in Turin, conceived 
as a showcase of the nation, the musical programme conducted by the young 
Giuseppe Martucci included works by Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, 
Schumann, Berlioz and Wagner, but no Verdi; and the only Italian com-
posers on the programme were Cherubini, Boccherini and Scarlatti.3 The 
international profi le of the repertoire was frequently criticized, for instance 
by the futurist composer Balilla Pratella,4 but in an age which increasingly 
saw cultural self-representation as a means to articulate national pride, the 
image emerging here is that of a nation which understood its cosmopolitan 
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orientation as an integral part of its cultural value system, its intellectual 
ambition and its humanist legacy.

IMPRESARI, PUBLISHERS AND CULTURAL POLITICS

Any analysis of the role of music and opera in the cultural self-representa-
tion of Italian cities has to take into account the relatively small impact of 
politicians on the content of the repertoire.5 The number of impresari in a 
position to propose a project for the season of Bologna’s Teatro Comunale 
was limited. The theatre was too prestigious for small travelling compa-
nies. Although its annual endowment and potential turnover were lower 
than those of the San Carlo, La Fenice or La Scala, it signed contracts 
with the same impresari or their associates: Lanari, Scalaberni, Tinti. The 
impresaris’ impact on the programme was usually more important than 
the aesthetic views of the local government or the theatre’s administrators. 
As Panzacchi observed, not “platonic love for the arts,” but the impresa-
rio’s commercial considerations determined decisions.6 Often there was no 
signifi cant variation between the programmes presented by the different 
impresari; and before the Repertoire-Theater, with its focus on historical 
works, this meant mostly music of the past few decades by a small num-
ber of fashionable composers.7 Publishers also intervened in the negotia-
tions between impresari and local government. In 1878, Ricordi obliged 
the agency Gaibi-Scalaberni to stage Gaetano Coronaro’s new opera La 
Creola as a condition for obtaining the scores of Verdi’s Don Carlos and 
Massenet’s Roi de Lahore; and as Bologna wanted to be in the headlines 
for Italy’s fi rst performance of these works, it had to accept Ricordi’s con-
ditions.8 At the time most musical periodicals belonged to theatre agents 
or impresari and therefore did not necessarily represent an independent 
and disinterested opinion. Often they concentrated on gossip about famous 
divas currently on stage. Many of these periodicals disappeared shortly 
after the publication of their fi rst issues.9 In Bologna the agent Raffaele 
Vitali published L’Arpa, founded in 1853 by Carlo Gardini as a paper 
for the theatre industry.10 Not until after Unifi cation, when Gustavo San-
giorgi and later Count Albicini took over the paper, did L’Arpa become an 
independent musical journal (which published, among other articles, the 
proceedings of the R. Accademia Filarmonica). Earlier, the weekly Teatri 
Arti e Letteratura directed by Gaetano Fiori played an important role in 
Bologna’s musical life, but it ceased its activities in 1863. The major news-
papers for music criticism were the Monitore di Bologna and the Corriere 
dell’Emilia, later fused with the Gazzetta dell’Emilia, and from 1885 Il 
Resto del Carlino, which absorbed La Patria a few years later. A number of 
smaller and satirical papers also published reviews of concerts and operas.

Despite the role of impresario and publishers, theatres were not exclu-
sively governed by market forces. Rather than commenting on the works to 



be performed, local administrators discussed in surprising detail the cast 
of singers and dancers, and occasionally the staging.11 Moreover, politi-
cians could determine the quality of performances by granting a generous 
subsidy and by ensuring that the fi nancial contributions of the box own-
ers were paid. They could decide to invest in the cultural infrastructure: 
improving the contracts of musicians and choruses; using local conservato-
ries and municipal bands to enlarge the orchestra; modernising the theatre’s 
technology, lighting and stage machinery. Direct political intervention in 
questions of repertoire increased during the fi ne secolo. Examples are Bolo-
gna’s fi rst Italian staging of Wagner in 1871 (Lohengrin) under the admin-
istration of Camillo Casarini, described in a Moderate newspaper as part 
of the Democrats’ political agenda;12 or the city’s 1875 revival of Boito’s 
Mefi stofele, an initiative of the infl uential Salina family after the opera’s 
1868 fi asco in Milan. The internationalisation of Bologna’s repertoire was 
clearly driven by political, aesthetic as well as commercial considerations. 
The most important factor in securing a season’s success depended on the 
ability to attract—by way of fi nancial inducement and musical resources—
a good impresario. Only a wealthy theatre was able to maintain the new 
style of ballet which had become fashionable since the Napoleonic period, 
the French innovations of grand opéra, or later the staging of Wagner. The 
impresario had to fi ll the theatre in order to cover his expenses; and for 
Bologna, where most of the seats belonged to private box owners who often 
refused to pay their annual fees, this meant seeking new audiences, also 
from outside the city. Rather than with bel canto, performed everywhere, 
visitors were attracted by events like the Italian premiere of Verdi’s Don 
Carlos, spectacular works such as Meyerbeer’s Africana, Gounod’s Faust 
or by Wagner.13

ITALIAN OPERA AND THE CRISIS 
OF A NATIONAL CULTURE

Gramsci described Italian opera as an “authentic product” of national cul-
ture, translating the themes of a literature intended for the educated elites 
into a universally comprehensible language.14 Its audiences included people 
of different social backgrounds, from the nobility in the private boxes to less 
solvent mélomanes and the petite bourgeoisie in the loggione. In smaller 
theatres the popular element in the audience was greater. They performed 
mostly vaudevilles, but also opera buffa. Brass bands and itinerant musi-
cians performed potpourris of the current repertoire in the squares, under 
Bologna’s portici and in local coffee-houses. Giuseppe Mazzini played Fer-
dinando Carulli’s Rossini-arrangements on his guitar in London; Angelo 
Mariani reduced entire operas into versions for string quartet, to be per-
formed at private venues; and almost all of the instrumental music appearing 
in the advertisements and lists of Italian music publishers at the time “was 
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directly inspired by operatic scores, and was designed to make those scores 
more readily available.”15 Piano recitals almost always included extracts 
from operas. During the years of the revolution and the Cisalpine Republic 
the propagandistic use of opera and performances of patriotic works, often 
in the open air, represented another form of popular theatre through which 
different social strata participated aesthetically in the emergence of modern 
society.16 According to John Rosselli, in 1871 there existed 940 theatres in 
699 Italian towns; in 1907, Italy counted over 3,000 theatres. Most of them 
did not perform opera on a regular basis, but many saw at least occasionally 
a touring company of musicians. By 1913 131 towns had an opera season 
of some sort. Many of these theatres were new and offered cheap tickets, 
affordable to craftsmen, shop assistants and white collar workers.17

While the relationship between opera and politics during the Risorgi-
mento is often romanticised and not infrequently distorted, after Unifi ca-
tion audiences used the theatre as a space for political manifestations, at 
least occasionally. In October 1868, when the Roman question was acute, 
and there had been revolution in Spain, performances in Bologna were inter-
rupted by shouts of “Viva la Spagna! Viva Roma! Fuori lo straniero!,” and 
later also “Viva la Repubblica! Viva Mazzini! Viva Garibaldi!” Although 
they began in the stalls, orchestra and choruses also joined in these com-
motions. To calm down the restless masses, the authorities had to allow the 
“Inno a Garibaldi” to be played, and it was repeated twenty times.18

Alberto Banti’s study on concepts of the nation during the Risorgimento 
established a catalogue of literary works which had marked the fi rst gener-
ation of Risorgimento patriots. The operas in this catalogue include works 
by Rossini, Bellini and Donizetti, all presumably associated with a national 
or patriotic agenda: L’assedio di Corinto, Mosè and Guglielmo Tell by Ros-
sini; Bellini’s Norma; Mercadante’s Donna Caritea.19 Verdi’s early operas 
also fi gure prominently in the catalogue: Nabucco, I Lombardi alla prima 
crociata, Ernani, Attila, Macbeth, La battaglia di Legnano, written dur-
ing the years between 1842 and 1849.20 However, as we saw in chapter  
seven Rossini himself favoured the ancien régime; and although Mazzini 
liked playing Rossini on his guitar, in his Philosophy of Music he rejected 
Rossini’s operas for representing “man without God . . . unconsecrated by 
an eternal faith.”21 Bellini and Donizetti were hardly interested in politics; 
and the view of the early Verdi as the bard of the Risorgimento has been 
rejected as a myth, an image constructed to a large extent a posteriori.22 
In order to assess the relationship between opera and politics we have to 
examine the contemporary reception of these works. The reviews of Bolo-
gna’s Nabucco in 1843 and 1855 show no sign of a patriotic reading of the 
opera, likewise, the 1860 performance of La Battaglia di Legnano. Usually 
seen as an example of Verdi’s identifi cation with the Risorgimento, this 
work was criticized in Bologna for the apparent “discordanza” between 
the historical-national theme and what Verdi did with it—for the fact that 
Verdi’s music did not correspond to the “patriotic affection” of Berchet’s 



poetry on the same subject. Instead, the critics said, the work was no more 
than a “private story about love and jealousy.”23 This is not to deny that in 
the context of later political developments many of Verdi’s works acquired 
a national meaning. However, analysing the content and reception of these 
works, it is diffi cult to establish a relationship between cause and effect: to 
see if the works helped to politicize the audiences or rather if the historical-
political context of the time transformed the works into patriotic operas. 
Moreover, the Italian intellectuals who identifi ed with the Risorgimento 
might have read these works very differently from the wider audiences or 
indeed the critics: on the basis of Leopardi’s contemporary observations, 
Mary Ann Smart characterizes opera-going as “essentially passive, a herd 
activity like promenading through the piazza before dinner.”24

Whatever the exact nature of the relationship between work, audiences 
and political context was at the time, Verdi’s music was extremely popular 
in European theatres during most of the nineteenth century. However, after 
the success of Verdi’s triologia (Rigoletto, Trovatore, Traviata) in the early 
1850s, the decades after Unifi cation were marked by a profound crisis of Ital-
ian opera—a surprising development considering the extent to which Italian 
culture, since the eighteenth century, had defi ned itself through the lyric the-
atre.25 Rossini’s last opera had been Guillaume Tell in 1829; Bellini had died 
in 1835; Donizetti in 1848. Verdi wrote La forza del destino (1862) for St. 
Petersburg, keeping Italy waiting for a revised version until 1869. Don Car-
los (1867) was a French opera, written for the stage in Paris, with a libretto 
based on Schiller. Aida (Cairo, 1871) was commissioned by the Ismail Pasha, 
the Khedive of Egypt, and instead of celebrating the completion of the Risor-
gimento after the liberation of Rome, the work inaugurated the Cairo Opera 
House, built in connection with the opening of the Suez Canal.26 Verdi’s last 
two operas, Othello (1887) and Falstaff (1893), already belonged to a dif-
ferent epoch in the history of music. Hence, since Unifi cation Verdi almost 
ceased to contribute to the consolidation of a national culture through new 
operas. In the view of many the Schaffenskrise of Italian opera compos-
ers was part of a larger intellectual crisis which hit Italy profoundly during 
the years between 1871 and 1890.27 Although about a hundred new Italian 
operas were staged during this period, the only works to make a consider-
able impact were those of the later Verdi, Boito’s Mefi stofele and Ponchielli’s 
La Gioconda. None of them was able to revive the general euphoria with 
which the operas of the fi rst half of the century were often met. The inter-
national comeback of Italian opera did not start until the 1890s, with the 
Giovine Scuola of Puccini and Mascagni as its protagonists.28

CAMPANILISMO

Bologna has not always been at the vanguard of European music. Although 
during the four decades between 1820 and Unifi cation the Comunale 
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staged every year about six different operas, very few foreign works were 
performed, seemingly confi rming Berlioz’ view that Italian audiences hated 
innovation.29 Frequently the Comunale presented three operas by Rossini 
in a single season, or a combination of Rossini with Bellini and Donizetti.30 
As discussed in Chapter 7, Bologna had a special relationship to Rossini. 
The son of a local soprano and of a horn player, Rossini was known in 
Bologna from an early age, fi rst as a soprano, then as keyboard player. 
After he became a composer of international fame, Bologna regularly 
marked his visits with sumptuous receptions in the palaces of the Hercol-
ani, Malvezzi, and Poniatowski. On these occasions members of the local 
aristocracy, accompanied by Rossini at the piano, sang arias from popular 
bel canto roles. Anecdotes about the composer’s life in Paris contributed 
further to the myth surrounding him. Meanwhile, a number of important 
chapters in the history of European music remained almost unknown to 
Bologna’s audiences—Cherubini, although he had studied for a while in 
Bologna, Spontini, a native of the Papal States, but celebrated mostly in 
Paris and Berlin, even Mozart, Beethoven’s Fidelio and Weber, at a time 
when most European theatres were concentrating more and more on his-
toric repertoire.31 Ethnic and racial stereotypes served to justify prejudice 
against “foreign” music; and even in 1869 Il Monitore di Bologna remarked, 
bizarrely, that Mendelssohn was “German and Jewish, a severe fi gure in 
the arts . . . one with his tribe, not one of us.”32 Liszt wrote “musica senza 
musica” and a theatre magazine commented on Meyerbeer that “a German 
opera does not go together with Italian taste.” He was described as “più 
fi losofo che maestro.”33 What such criticism failed to remember was that 
Rossini too had once been charged “with having adulterated the pure fount 
of Italian melody by bringing in far too much noisy German harmony,” 
a legacy of his German-trained teacher in Lugo, with whom he had stud-
ied the works of Mozart and Haydn.34 Panzacchi reminded Bologna that 
Father Mattei, professor at the Liceo Musicale, was called “il tedeschino,” 
for his love of Mozart and Haydn.35 Moreover, between the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries German composers enjoyed remarkable suc-
cess in Italian opera houses, including Adalbert Gyrowetz, Peter von Win-
ter, Joseph Weigl and Johann Simon Mayr, who wrote over seventy works 
for all the major Italian stages and who counted Donizetti among his stu-
dents.36 Verdi was infl uenced by Meyerbeer and his recurring themes were 
sometimes criticized as copies of Wagner’s leitmotivs.37 Catalani, Giordano 
and Puccini all learned from studying French and German scores. Mazzini 
discovered Beethoven, Mozart and Wagner in London and greatly appreci-
ated their work, which had a major impact on his philosophy of music.38 
Although he was concerned about the decline of Italian opera, he certainly 
can not be criticized for undermining Italy’s cultural tradition.

Not only “foreign” composers were rejected: Bologna’s response to Verdi 
was complex too. During the 1840s the city had gone through a period of 
enthusiasm for the master from Busseto. Nabucco reached the Bolognese 



stage later than the secondary theatres of Piacenza, Faenza, Cagliari and 
Como; but then it was performed more than thirty times.39 After the elec-
tion of Pius IX “una variante fi lopapale of Ernani,” transforming the hymn 
for Charlemagne into one for the new liberal pope, was hailed in the the-
atres of the Papal Legations.40 However, Bologna’s La Farfalla as well as the 
local periodical Teatri Arti e Letteratura disliked the “troppo assordante 
rumore of Nabucco” (1843), the volume of his music and the use of decla-
mation, which Il Mondo Illustrato (1847) also found distasteful, consider-
ing that one went to the opera for distraction and entertainment.41 After 
1848 Pius introduced a rigorous regime of censorship directed explicitly 
against the composer. In an article published in 1853 the Jesuit Civiltà Cat-
tolica referred to his works “as bad examples of taste in matters of politics, 
religion, or morality.”42

Although during the fi rst decade after Unifi cation Verdi appeared regu-
larly on the Comunale’s programme, the end of the Papal regime did not 
silence his critics.43 On the occasion of Vittorio Emanuele’s fi rst visit, on 
the 4th of May 1860, the theatre presented I Lombardi, followed during 
the autumn season by Un Ballo in Maschera—“diffi cult music” accord-
ing to the city’s principle newspaper.44 For Il Monitore the opera was well 
performed, but based on “abstruse harmonic and melodic combinations.” 
One of Bologna’s most well-known commentators on the life of the Teatro 
Comunale, Enrico Bottrigari, opined that the work “lacks vigour and 
imagination. The fi rst act is poor, the others contain effective moments, but 
altogether hardly anything is new, a mosaic made up from various other 
scores.” Of I due Foscari Bottrigari wrote that the composer “has not yet 
the spark of genius,” that he “lacks thought and has no sense of melody”; 
Rigoletto was again just too “loud”; Stiffelio artifi cially “forced.”45 The 
impresario who in 1861 staged La Battaglia di Legnano blamed the audi-
ence for what turned out to be a fi asco, causing him a major defi cit.46 On the 
occasion of Crown Prince Umberto’s visit the Comunale presented Simon 
Boccanegra, but the citizenry did not appreciate its “abstruse and com-
plicated” tunes, favouring still the “paradise-like music of Rossini.”47 The 
local offi cer corps even refused to renew its subscription for the season.48 
La forza del destino was welcomed, but its success was overshadowed by a 
dislike for the complicated libretto.49

As a consequence, although several of Bologna’s smaller theatres presented 
Verdi regularly, the Teatro Comunale staged many of his operas only once or 
twice, and with several years delay after their Italian premiere: La Battaglia 
di Legnano had to wait twelve years after the prima in Rome and was staged 
only once in the composer’s lifetime; Simon Boccanegra was staged once, 
fi ve years after the premiere in Venice; La forza del destino once, seven years 
after the premiere in Saint Petersburg; Aida had to wait six years. Oberto, 
Un giorno di regno, Alzira and Il Corsaro as well as Stiffelio and Jérusalem, 
which are different versions of Aroldo and I Lombardi, never made it onto 
the stage of the Comunale during his lifetime. Bologna did of course also 
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have “Verdian periods,” like the year 1850, when Verdi himself conducted 
Macbeth and Luisa Miller, or 1856, when Luisa Miller, Rigoletto, I Due 
Foscari, I Vespri and La Traviata were all on the programme, but especially 
between 1870 and World War I there were many years without a single Verdi 
opera on the Comunale’s programme.50

Bologna was not alone in criticising Verdi. Throughout his career the 
composer had “a diffi cult relationship with the Neapolitan public,” accus-
ing it of being “fussy any time you present it with something different.”51 In 
particular the nobility favoured bel canto over Verdi’s new style. A literary 
reference to the nobility’s views on Verdi appears in Giuseppe Tomasi di 
Lampedusa’s Il Gattopardo, describing the moment when the mayor Don 
Calogero welcomes the family of Prince Salina on its arrival at its Sicilian 
estate with “l’imperversare della musica di Verdi e del frastuono delle cam-
pane.”52 Visconti, in his fi lm of the novel, illustrates with a fi ne sense of irony 
the prince’s reaction to the mediocrity with which Don Calogero decided to 
mark the transition from the old to the new regime at Donnafugata, a state-
ment symptomatic of his view of the mayor for decades to come.

Florence was more open towards Verdi’s aesthetic challenges and to the 
supposedly patriotic operas which became a success around 1848.53 Floren-
tine audiences and the infl uential Rivista musicale di Firenze also appreci-
ated the German and Austrian style more easily and engaged seriously with 
the European tradition of symphonic and chamber music. The 1843 Italian 
prima of Weber’s Freischütz had been a great success at the Pergola. Four 
years later, during the fi rst presentation of Macbeth, Florence discovered 
Verdi’s new emphasis on the psychology of his protagonists. Although cer-
tain observers speculated that a German composer would have been better 
equipped to represent the witches, the Florentines appreciated Verdi’s new 
drama for what they called its “philosophical” content, clearly in line with 
Weber’s innovations in opera.

What Florence enjoyed as “mysteriously fascinating” remained for Bolo-
gna still “too foreign.”54 In 1863 the local councillor and editor of L’Arpa, 
Gustavo Sangiorgi, tried to bring La Forza del Destino from Reggio Emilia 
to the Comunale, but due to restoration works the project was abandoned.55 
On other occasions the giunta considered the staging of Verdi too elaborate 
and expensive.56 In September 1867 Bologna signed a three-year contract 
with the famous impresario Luigi Scalaberni,57 to include the Italian pre-
miere of Verdi’s Don Carlos. However, the liberation and national symbol-
ism of the work, based on Schiller’s drama, proved unable to inspire Enrico 
Bottrigari. With the great Franco Faccio as conductor and with Teresa Stolz 
as prima donna, the occasion was described by Sangiorgi as “una vera 
festa artistica,” but Bottrigari was “rather bored” by the opera.58 Differ-
ent, though, was the reaction of the outside observers, who recognised and 
praised the recent developments of Bologna’s theatre: Filippo Filippi, direc-
tor of Milan’s infl uential Mondo Artistico, wrote on the occasion that Bolo-
gna should be proud of its premiers: “The Teatro Comunale has presented 



extraordinary stagings of Un Ballo in Maschera, Faust, L’Africaine and now 
of Don Carlos. Its perfection—and I say this without exaggeration—will 
not be found in any other theatre.”59 However, Luisa Miller, staged in 1881 
at the Teatro Dal Verme, provoked again discontent among the local audi-
ence, to the point that the police had to intervene.60 Although most papers 
praised the Aida of 1877, the frequent comparisons with the music of Wag-
ner were not necessarily understood as a compliment and Il Nuovo Alfi ere 
called it “un aborto d’un colosso.”61 Corrado Ricci reports in his Ricordi 
Bolognesi an encounter between the municipal engineer Leopoldo Lamber-
tini and the writer Edmondo De Amicis, who was visiting Bologna with his 
children. On the question why he would not be at the theatre that night, 
Lambertini shocked the famous author of Cuore with the words “perchè 
fanno quella cretinata dell’Aida!,” and going on with a harangue against 
the composer’s orchestration, his vulgarity and his choruses “da osteria”: 
“The romance Eri tu che macchiavi quell’anima is stuff for heavy drinkers,” 
he said, “though one couldn’t tell if the drinkers took it from Verdi or Verdi 
from the drinkers.”62

Meyerbeer’s work also had a diffi cult time in Bologna. For most of the 
nineteenth century his operas were applauded in theatres all over Europe, 
with the exception of his native Germany, where despite the composer’s 
offi cial position at the Prussian court his work was often criticized. Flor-
ence, from the 1820s through to the 1850s, had been “la città meyerberiana 
per eccellenza.” The Milanese music critic Filippo Filippi hailed Meyerbeer 
for the fruitful infl uence of different German traditions on his music, from 
Bach and Handel to Beethoven and Weber. Mazzini admired Meyerbeer 
for moralising musical drama, “making it an echo of the world and its 
eternal vital problem.” In Bologna his success came late, just before his 
death in 1864.63 In 1820, 1824 and 1826 his Italian operas, Semiramide, 
Margherita d’Anjou and Il Crociato in Egitto had been performed. Twenty 
years later, in 1846, the arrival of the new cardinal legate was celebrated 
with Roberto il Diavolo, the work which had sealed the composer’s success 
in Paris. But Bologna’s aristocratic audience rejected it.64 Of Gli Ugonotti, 
an extremely popular work at Covent Garden and by 1900 performed a 
thousand times in the French capital, Il Monitore wrote in 1860 that “the 
music is heavy, philosophical, a product of study, all based on harmonies 
[rather than melody].”65 The scale of the work did not allow for the perfor-
mance of a separate ballet during the same evening, with the consequence 
that Bologna’s box owners deserted the theatre: although Gli Ugonotti was 
explicitly defi ned as “opera-ballo,” its ballet scenes did not count as “ballo 
eroico,” reason enough to withhold the annual contribution to the autumn 
season.66 Staging grand opéra, such as Meyerbeer, which was usually in 
fi ve acts, presented musical, fi nancial and technical challenges. Citing the 
burdens imposed upon the orchestra, the musicians asked for better work-
ing conditions. (Meyerbeer himself had been known for improvements to 
the conditions of his musicians during his years in Berlin.) Although most 
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of them had regular incomes as professors of the Liceo Musicale or as mem-
bers of the municipal band, they wished to become a stable orchestra with 
monthly salaries. When the council rejected this request, the orchestra went 
on strike.67 This occurred only a year after a major dispute with the chorus, 
settled only after the impresario promised to increase the singers’ wages.68 
Hence, staging Meyerbeer presented a considerable challenge.

Nevertheless, during the 1860s, Mariani established Meyerbeer as an 
integral part of the local repertoire, convincing the audience by his own 
professional genius and the continuously improving quality of the produc-
tions.69 Soon, the composer appeared in the popular open-air potpourris 
of the municipal band and during the local 1848 commemorations.70 Infl u-
ential sections of the cultural and political elites resisted the local musi-
cal conservatism. The Deputazione degli spettacoli wrote to Meyerbeer, 
congratulating him on the “triumphant” success of his Profeta and on the 
symphonic parts of his new opera, Le Pardon de Ploërmel.71 For the 1866 
celebrations after the liberation of Venice Mariani presented a programme 
exclusively based on works by Meyerbeer and Verdi.72

Two years later, in 1868, Verdi was made an honorary citizen of Bolo-
gna and a fellow of the Accademia Filarmonica,73 but during the entire 
year Bologna staged not a single one of his works, presenting instead 
Mercadante’s Giuramenti, several works by Donizetti, Halévy’s La Juive, 
Lionello Ventura’s Alda, Louis Ferdinand Hérold’s Zampa and in prima 
assoluta Dall’Argine’s Barbiere. Had Verdi gone completely out of fashion? 
While Eric Hobsbawm contrasted the cosmopolitan taste of the aristocracy 
with the bourgeoisie’s search for national resurgence through the arts,74 the 
situation in the Italian theatres seems more complex. The nobility in their 
private boxes were fans of Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini, while the middle 
class quickly moved from Verdi towards the international repertoire, in 
particular towards the works of French and German composers.

MODERN TIMES AND MODERNIST AESTHETICS

Meyerbeer died during the rehearsals for his last opera, L’Africaine, com-
pleted by François-Joseph Fétis and premiered posthumously in Paris 
in 1865. In 1868 Bologna’s fi rst Democratic mayor, Camillo Casarini, 
assumed the responsibility for the staging of the work, extending the exist-
ing contract with the impresario Scalaberni to add the opera “in prima ital-
iana” to the programme for the Quaresima season.75 The enthusiastically 
received performance was described by Il Monitore as “one of the greatest 
musical events of our time,” a judgement shared by the press all over Italy. 
The opera marked a turning point in the Comunale’s history: “Ever since 
L’Africaine, the theatre has been growing in reputation and importance,” 
the local council commented.76 A fi rst step towards a more cosmopolitan 
opening of the Comunale had been achieved and Bologna was now widely 



acclaimed for the extraordinary quality of its theatre. This new fame was 
appreciated even by those Bolognesi who regretted the cancellation of the 
separate ballet during opera evenings and who did not identify with the 
foreign departures from their beloved bel canto.

The personal prestige of Bologna’s conductors contributed to the the-
atre’s part in the city’s self-representation. Angelo Mariani was one of the 
fi rst conductors in Italy whose role was distinct from that of the leader, a 
consequence of the growing technical complexity of the repertoire. Follow-
ing the methods of Berlioz (L’art du chef d’orchestre) and Wagner (Über 
das Dirigieren), he concentrated his work on welding the orchestra’s play-
ers into a unifi ed body and on emphasising his interpretation of the score.77 
For Bologna Mariani was one of themselves—a compatriot from the former 
Papal States, born in Ravenna, with an early career as maestro di musica 
in Macerata and Faenza.78 As early as the 1840s Rossini had conducted 
Mariani’s symphonies in Bologna, before the latter started his career in 
Milan, and went on to Stradella, Vincenza, Copenhagen and Constanti-
nople. After experience with the Florentine orchestra of the Pergola, Mari-
ani went on to transform the Genoese orchestra into one of the fi nest in 
Italy. Then, from 1860 until his death in 1873, he directed ten seasons at 
Bologna’s Comunale. Many of his compositions had been published and 
performed in Paris and London as well as in Italy. Bologna’s administra-
tion knew that the theatre’s recent international recognition was closely 
linked to his name and undertook every effort to bind him permanently 
to the Comunale. As an international star he became a major attraction 
of Bologna’s musical life.79 He was the fi rst Italian conductor comparable 
to such giants as Hans von Bülow, Arthur Nikisch and Hans Richter. He 
became a model for the generation of Weingartner, Mahler and Schalk, and 
an icon for Toscanini, when aged only twenty-seven he started to conduct 
the Comunale in 1894.

Earlier the cult of the star had focussed mainly on violinists, pianists and 
opera singers. But now it extended, with its associated trivia, to the conduc-
tor—himself a new phenomenon in the history of music. A notorious exam-
ple of the public interest in the private life of great conductors is Hans von 
Bülow, married to Liszt’s daughter Cosima de Flagney, who later left him 
for the conductor’s own greatest idol, Richard Wagner.80 But with Mariani 
Italy had an even more dramatic story to offer. Since the 1840s Mariani 
was not only Verdi’s most important conductor, but also, in the words of 
Rosselli, his “willing slave”; and Verdi knew how to exploit Mariani’s ven-
eration for him.81 The slightest criticism by Verdi of one of his performances 
left the conductor shattered, but at the same time it further increased his 
admiration for the master from Busseto. The relationship between the two 
men became even more complex when Verdi started taking an interest in 
Mariani’s fi ancée, Teresa Stolz, one of the most applauded sopranos of the 
time, known in Bologna for the 1864 staging of Ernani and for the fi rst 
Italian performance of Don Carlos. Differences over the commemorations 

“Viva Rossini—Morte a Wagner”? 231



232 Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy

for the death of Rossini in 1868 served Verdi as a pretext to break up his 
relationship to Mariani. In 1871 Verdi refused to offer his best conductor 
the prima of Aida; but when he was later obliged to fall back on Mariani, 
he was not available.82 Stolz broke her engagement with the conductor and 
spent the following months with Verdi and his wife Giuseppina Strepponi 
at Sant’Agata, in a curious ménage à trois. Personally humiliated, Mariani 
took his revenge with greatest possible insult to the composer: on the fi rst 
of November 1871 he conducted the Italian prima of Wagner’s Lohengrin 
in Bologna. They never spoke again. Seriously ill with cancer, Mariani died 
shortly afterwards. This “private life” drama contributed considerably to 

Figure 9.1 Angelo Mariani. (Author’s Collection.)



Mariani’s “celebrity,” and there was widespread public interest in the per-
sonal tragedy of the international star. It also increased the national and 
international attention paid to Bologna’s theatre. As Casarini remarked 
after the conductor’s death, Mariani’s and the Comunale’s reputation—if 
not quite in the way just described—were one and the same.83

Meanwhile, a new generation of local politicians began to reverse the 
Moderates’ economizing policy and their neglect of Bologna’s cultural rep-
resentation. The concept of an Italian Kulturnation represented through 
its cities, challenged the Moderates’ principles, but even among the Moder-
ates themselves these ideas started taking hold. Apart from Count Agostino 
Salina, who had an infl uential role in the Deputazione, Gustavo Sangiorgi 
was an important supporter of the theatre’s modern and international orien-
tation.84 Through his role as editor of L’Arpa and critic for Il Monitore, the 
Moderate councillor was regarded as a cultural expert in a political milieu 
that was still dominated by the landed nobility. The cultural elite among the 
local Moderates joined the Democrats in their efforts to strengthen the city’s 
cultural image and contributed to the symbolic construction of the nation as 
a whole. Bologna wanted to be considered “second only to Paris.” Following 
the example of the city’s major private theatres the council decided in 1865 
to install modern gas-lightening in the Comunale. The expense of 50,000 
Lire for the new chandeliers, designed by Luigi Samoggia, was approved by 
a majority of ninteen out of twenty-eight.85 The council now also provided 
the money to complete the restoration of the theatre itself.86 Renewing the 
municipal subsidy for the autumn season became a matter of course: local 
government discovered the economic advantages of a fl ourishing opera house. 
Confi dent in attracting visitors from outside, the mayor negotiated special 
fares with the railway company for the 1867 premiere of Don Carlos.87

In contrast with the situation in the early 1860s, when the council was 
reluctant to provide funds, municipal subsidies could now be increased still 
further. In order to ensure a more splendid staging for Meyerbeer’s Dinorah, 
Verdi’s Macbeth and La forza del destino during the autumn of 1870, the 
Democratic mayor Casarini convinced the council to supplement the agreed 
dote by a further 5000 Lire.88 For the following autumn season he brought 
the grant up to 45,000 Lire and completed the remaining wall paintings, gild-
ings and woodwork in the theatre, which added up to a bill of over 52,000 
Lire.89 In spring 1871 central heating was installed and the stage was now 
also equipped with modern lighting.90 An additional 6000 Lire were spent 
to install an organ, which came from the former convent of the Annunziata, 
which the city had inherited from the state.91 As could be expected for such 
a splendid theatre, chorus and orchestra were also of high standard. “I have 
heard the world’s most famous orchestras, but I declare that I have never 
seen similar perfection” wrote the critic of Il Monitore, about the opening of 
the autumn season of 1871.92 Everything seemed ready for an operatic event 
of extraordinary importance and ambition: the fi rst Italian staging of an 
opera by Richard Wagner, Lohengrin.
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WAGNERISM AS METAPHOR FOR THE FUTURE

Coinciding with Bologna’s grandly staged International Congress of Pre-
Historic Sciences, the premiere of Lohengrin took place on 1 November 
1871, the year of the opera’s New York premiere. As the editor of L’Arpa 
remarked, “for a prehistoric congress the ‘music of the future’ seems appro-
priate.”93 A reference to the savants’ positivist convictions, the remark was 
not meant as an ironical observation: by explaining the past, they thought 
they were able to fashion the future. Prior to the premiere, a performance of 
Lohengrin in Munich was attended by an offi cial delegation from Bologna, 
consisting of the mayor Casarini, Wagner’s Italian publisher Giovannina 
Lucca, the stage engineer, the orchestra’s leader and a number of delegates 
from Florence.94 Wagner himself had supervised the Munich production, 
but he had doubts about staging the opera in Italy: Lohengrin did not pres-
ent the same diffi culties as Tristan, but even for German theatres the work 
posed major technical challenges and for the impresario a considerable 
fi nancial risk. In the end it was decided that the preparations for the Italian 
premiere would be supervised by the young Bavarian Kapellmeister and 
composer Ernst Frank; and Casarini’s fi nancial arrangements allowed the 
Comunale to employ an excellent cast.95

Arguments between supporters and opponents of Wagner started long 
before the premiere. Two years earlier, after a concert of the Liceo Musi-
cale with extracts from Tannhäuser, Il Monitore had maintained that the 
German composer abolished melody in favour of absurd harmonic con-
structions: music for mediocre amateurs and “pseudo-artists.” However, 
these concerts helped to strengthen the Liceo’s cosmopolitan profi le, at a 
time when the Conservatory in Naples, under Mercadante’s direction, was 
widely regarded as a bastion of reaction.96 Bologna’s principal newspa-
per prepared for the premiere of Lohengrin with a biographical feuilleton 
on the composer. It called for freedom of opinion in questions of art and 
defi ned the opera as “un mostruoso aborto dell’ingegno umano.” Other 
critics voiced their opposition to Wagner with cries of “Viva Verdi! Viva 
Rossini!” before rehearsals had even started.97 On the fi rst night the the-
atre was sold out to the last seats in the upper balconies; it was fi lled with 
foreign visitors, ambassadors and politicians, among them Marco Ming-
hetti, critics from all over Italy as well as abroad, and experts following the 
performance with the score on their knees. Enrico Panzacchi recorded his 
impression of the fi rst performance:

The theatre clock points exactly to eight: in the hall there is immediately 
a silence as of the tomb. And look, Angelo Mariani has climbed on 
to his conductor’s podium; slowly turns his handsome head to left and 
right; nods to Camillo Casarini with a calm smile, who responds from 
his mayor’s box with a nervous smile; enters into the prelude with the 
orchestra . . . A choir of angels slowly descends from the heavens and 



restores to earth the miraculous chalice in which the Saviour blessed the 
wine during the last supper with the Apostles.98

The account reveals the tension in the theatre, the mystical atmosphere cre-
ated by the staging and the extent to which the musical event was perceived 
as a cultural challenge of political signifi cance. When Lohengrin entered with 
the swan people rose in their seats, overcome by the enchanting power of the 
music and the visual effects of the scenery. Concluding the last chord, Mari-
ani “throws back his leonine head, turns round—pale and deeply moved, 
but with a smile on his lips. Then he thanks the audience for its approval.” At 
this point Casarini had won his battle. After the powerful effect of the open-
ing the performance developed into a celebration of Wagner and his music, 
creating an extraordinary, almost sacred atmosphere in the theatre.

Referring to Wagner’s famous article “Zukunftsmusik,” Panzacchi com-
pared Bologna’s debates on the composer explicitly with the eighteenth-
century battles between Gluckisti and Piccinisti.99 Baudelaire explored the 
same argument in his review “Tannhäuser in Paris,” calling Wagner “the 
consolidator of an old idea.”100 The eighteenth-century debate was perceived 
as a dispute about national character, even if the German Gluck stood here 
for France, while Piccini represented Italy.101 Wagner’s concept of Gesamt-
kunstwerk was perceived to be of similar revolutionary importance for the 
history of musical drama as Gluck’s reforms a century earlier. In the battles 
between Piccinisti and Gluckisti, Bologna had supported Gluck. Piccini tri-
umphed in Paris, but was soon forgotten. Would Bologna, with its Wagner-
ism, set again on the right card?

On the day of the prima the box offi ce made a surplus of more than 
6000 Lire, which was considered an extraordinary result; and this fi nan-
cial success continued through the whole run, making it diffi cult to present 
economic arguments against Casarini’s theatre policy.102 Hans von Bülow 
attended one evening and even Verdi came incognito to one of the last per-
formances. Enthusiastic letters reached Wagner, including letters from the 
chorus and the orchestra.103 Often in the past overshadowed by Florence, 
Bologna was now in a position to export its culture to the Tuscan capital. 
The entire production, including sets, cast and orchestra, was transferred 
to the Teatro Pagliano, known today as Teatro Verdi, and welcomed on its 
arrival at the station by the National Guard.104

Panzacchi supported Wagner, in spite of the fact that he disliked his anti-
Semitism and his attitude of constantly passing judgement on the work of 
others.105 He considered Wagner’s work the most important innovation in 
music since Monteverdi.106 Il Monitore, always a strong supporter of Mari-
ani but initially in the anti-Wagnerian camp, admired the magnifi cence of 
the Lohengrin staging as well as the excellent preparation of orchestra, cho-
ruses and cast: “Anybody who has travelled the world,” it wrote, “will admit 
that one could not expect more.”107 Disapproving of the opera’s long rec-
itatives, without rhythmic structure or melody, the newspaper emphasized 
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the numerous connections between Wagner and the traditional school of 
opera, seeing the future in a fusion of the styles of Mozart, Wagner and 
Rossini, Gounod, Meyerbeer and Verdi, considered to be the most innova-
tive composers of the modern age. Sangiorgio did not consider himself a 
Wagnerian, but acknowledged in his journal L’Arpa the audience’s respon-
siveness to the music’s “supernatural effects,” in particular during the fi rst 
scene and the Vorspiel to the third act. He perceived a difference between 
the universal language of Italian music, speaking immediately to the soul, 
and Wagner’s music, requiring an additional intellectual effort in order 
to be comprehensible. He considered Wagner’s complex symphonic struc-
tures, which the listener could only grasp through reason, to be an expres-
sion of Germany’s positivist science. But this made his music revolutionary, 
in contrast to Italian convention. He refers to certain parts of Lohengrin 
as “innegabilmente bello,” but misses melodic elaboration. Wagner “satis-
fi es the thinker’s brain but does not always deliver for the heart.”108 To a 
large extent comments concentrated on the narrative elements of the pas-
sionately presented story. When Lohengrin exclaimed “Elsa io t’amo!” the 
audience was enthused. However, “Wagner was wrong” when the violins 
take the lead in the duet between Ortrud and Elsa, because “the melisma 
of the human voice should always stand out from the other musical ele-
ments.”109 The vocal narrative is what matters, not individual psychology 
expressed by means of absolute music.

Hence, the extraordinary success of the premiere did not put an end to 
the debate. Certain commentators spoke of “musica da matti”110 and a 
correspondent from Naples could not understand why Bologna performed 
the works of a man who hated Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti and whom he 
considered the greatest enemy of Italian music.111 The infl uential critic 
Torelli-Viollier compared Bologna’s audience to “an enormous oistrich, 
for whom everything is good; who swallows everything—whether a stone 
or a doughnut—whose indefaticable stomach digests anything— . . . even 
Wagner’s Lohengrin.”112 For Bologna anything would be good as long as it 
was new. The Gazzetta dell’Emilia expressed its worries about the adverse 
effect upon European music as a whole. Wagner represented a particu-
lar German problem, refl ecting the late development of a specifi c German 
genre, which had nothing to do with what was going on in other countries: 
“Wagner has written, fi rst and for all, for Germany, rather than for Italy,” 
the paper wrote. “And I do not think Wagner himself desired or asked for 
a performance of Lohengrin at our principal theatre.” Why then were Ital-
ians getting so excited about him?113 For Bottrigari the preference for Ger-
man operas was nothing more than a fashion, motivated by the ambition 
to show that Bologna, came second only to Paris in staging these works. 
He resented the fact that the local councillors, and also Mariani supported 
the performance of foreign music at Bologna’s principal theatre. Mariani, 
he complained, no longer knew how to conduct Rossini, Bellini and Doni-
zetti.114 The debate over Lohengrin shows that Italian anti-Wagnerism was 



very different from the opposition against the composer for instance in 
Munich, where the Church, the bureaucracy and important sections of the 
middle class pointed to the “immoral” content of his operas, to the com-
poser’s adulterous and extravagant lifestyle and his attempts to meddle in 
Bavarian politics.115 These issues did not seem to play any role in Bologna.

WAGNER AND THE LEFT

Bologna’s Lohengrin was undoubtedly the brainchild of Casarini’s Dem-
ocratic administration. On what grounds did Bologna’s Left support the 
performance of Wagner? How were the Risorgimento traditions compat-
ible with the internationalisation (and “Germanisation”) of the Comunale’s 
repertoire? According to the historian Emilio Gentile a “variety of national-
isms” emerged in Italy from the beginning of the nineteenth century. Italy’s 
“modernist nationalism” of the early twentieth century, associated mostly 
with futurism in the arts, originated aesthetically from “cosmopolitan 
nationalism,” which permeated Italian culture during the fi ne secolo.116 The 
opening of Bologna’s theatre towards the European repertoire can be read 
in this key, as a conscious commitment to what was perceived as aesthetic 
progress, going hand-in-hand with the modernising ideology of national-
ism. Everywhere in Europe the followers of Wagner saw themselves as an 
avant-garde, as “an intellectual cadre supporting works that it claimed were 
progressive and, by defi nition, controversial.”117 Moreover, the Democratic 
and Radical middle class in Italy still considered Wagner the composer of the 
1848 barricades, a personal friend of the Russian Anarchist Bakunin and a 
former political refugee in Switzerland and France. Of Lohengrin the local 
press maintained that Wagner had composed the opera during his exile. As 
a matter of fact the work was completed in April 1848 and the warrant for 
his arrest was issued more than a year later, in May 1849.118 However, the 
myth surrounding the work’s completion appealed to those protagonists of 
Bologna’s Risorgimento who themselves had spent years in exile.119 At least 
verbally Wagner continued to identify with the peoples’ spring of 1848, even 
after the Unifi cation of Germany. Meanwhile, the Italian Left “welcomed 
Bismarck as an anticlerical and exponent of state socialism.”120 The Demo-
crats understood the revolution of 1848 as a crucial stage in the history of 
the Risorgimento, at a time when the government still tended to minimise 
its contribution to the nation’s Unifi cation. The local Wagner Society in 
Bologna was largely made up from the Democratic middle class rather than 
the Moderate aristocracy, which dominated most of the city’s cultural asso-
ciations.121 Parts of the local Party of Action maintained close contacts with 
Bakunin, whom Wagner himself compared to his Siegfried.122 Among the 
most infl uential supporters of Wagner in Italy was Giosuè Carduccci, at the 
time still a convinced Republican with close contacts to the anarchists in 
the Romagna.123 Of particular interest also to Bologna’s Democratic middle 
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class was Wagner’s Rienzi, performed there in 1876 and read in an anti-
clerical key and as a popular attempt to break aristocratic hegemony.

This Democratic and even Socialist reading remained an important con-
stituent of Italian Wagnerism. In the 1890s Bologna’s Cronaca Wagneriana 
(comparable to the Revue Wagnerienne in Paris and The Meister in London), 
remembered Wagner as “conspirator of 1848” and friend of Bakunin, who 
had lived the straitened existence of a political refugee in Switzerland. During 
that time, so the paper, the composer “familiarised himself with the socialist 
theories of Proudhon and Saint-Simon” and wrote for popular periodicals.124 
Comparing Wagner to Zola, icon of the “artiste engagé,” the Cronaca Wag-
neriana reported the Frenchman’s conviction that no composer could ever 
write greater music than Wagner.125 The Italian contextualisation of Wagner 
corresponds to the general European reception of his work. Zola’s praise 
was shared by Mallarmé and recalls Baudelaire’s impressions in the famous 
article “Richard Wagner and Tannhäuser in Paris” or Dorian Gray’s reac-
tion in Oscar Wilde’s work.126 The political sympathies of Hans von Bülow 
contributed to the association between Wagner and the Left. Bülow was 
not only the most important conductor of Wagner, but also the composer 
of the “Bundeslied” for Lassalle’s German workers’ party.127 Jaurès praised 
Wagner as a “communist” and “some of the early Soviet Wagner stagings 
were among the most radical Soviet opera productions of the time.” In this 
context it comes as no surprise that Gramsci confi rmed the Left’s apprecia-
tion of Wagner.128 Arturo Frizzi’s popular “Galleria di famiglia socialista” 
presents Wagner along with portraits of Hugo, De Amicis and Zola, as well 
as Marx, Lenin, Bissolati, Turati, Trotzky and Jaurès.129

The Italian Left engaged also with Wagner’s theoretical writings, which 
until the 1870s were better known than his music.130 Historically, Wagner’s 
project for a reform of the theatre, dating back to 1848, could be linked to 
the idea of “un buon Teatro Nazionale” serving “l’educazione del popolo,” 
which had played an important role during Italy’s Napoleonic period, when 
for instance Bologna’s Teatro Marsigli changed its name to Teatro Civico.131 
Mazzini’s Filosofi a della musica (1836) anticipated in many ways Wagner’s 
later writings, criticising Italian opera for having lost its “social mission” 
and for being reduced to “mere formula.”132 Sangiorgio’s Arpa referred to 
the proximity of Wagner’s and Mazzini’s ideas: rejecting the Italian stress 
on melody as expression of an “egoistic individualism,” Mazzini wanted 
to revolutionise opera through the “integration of the different arts,” by 
“identifying the main characters through musical themes” and “by using the 
chorus as an independent actor.”133 Much of this can be found in Wagner.

Disillusioned with Italy’s musical institutions and the state of culture 
after Unifi cation, the Milanese scapigliati movement, which is discussed 
later in this chapter, sympathised with Wagner’s analysis. Most of them 
were Mazzinian Republicans.134 Considering this context, it is not surpris-
ing that D’Annunzio, as the country’s most prominent nationalist intellec-
tual associated with the avant-garde, showed a strong interest in Wagner, 



approving in particular the idea of “art as a direct refl ection of the peo-
ple’s will,” again a concept not far from Mazzini’s Philosophy of Music. 
Writing in La Tribuna and a number of other newspapers, from 1892 
D’Annunzio defended Wagner against Nietzsche’s famous pamphlet, and 
showed his contempt for Italy’s Giovine Scuola. In 1898 he came to Bolo-
gna to attend the symphonic concerts with extracts from Wagner’s works, 
but about this time he had a change of mind, now claiming that Italian 
music was superior to anything Wagner had ever written and praising on 
the pages of Figaro the Italian origins of paleo-Christian music and the 
melodic culture of the race latine. Nevertheless, particularly through his 
novels Trionfo della Morte (1894) and Il Fuoco (1898) D’Annuzio had an 
important impact on Wagnerism in Italy. The strata of Italian society he 
reached included mostly the advocates of an anti-egalitarian and authori-
tarian nationalism.135

EUROPE, THE MODERN AND THE FUTURE

Even after the eighteenth-century “querelle des anciens et des modernes” 
and Baudelaire’s famous article on Constantin Guy and “la vie moderne” 
Europeans hardly used the term modernism in aesthetic debate and it was 
Rubén Darío who introduced the concept in Latin America in 1888.136 The 
term used almost exclusively in Italy was futuro; as an aesthetic concept it 
emerged from the debate about Wagner. Beyond references to various fi cti-
tious (socialist or anarchist) Wagners the Italian debate on the composer is 
characteristic of a society marked by social transition and cultural change. 
It refl ects the search for a response to the experience of modernity in aes-
thetic modernism, as demonstrated by an article on Lohengrin, published 
two days before the opera’s premiere in the Gazzetta: “It is beyond doubt 
that our epoch is characterised by the fermentation of ideas, of battles 
between the most disparate principles—an epoch of transition, what con-
ducts us straight to the great question, which is if reaction will prevail or if 
progress reaches apotheosis.”137

The future, in the form of “musica del futuro,” became the key to inter-
pret the modern present. Baudelaire called “music of the future” an expres-
sion “as inexact as it is currently heard on all sides”; the same could be 
said concerning the use of the concept in Bologna, but it nevertheless had 
a determining impact on intellectual debate.138 “Music of the future” stood 
for the opposite of everything the “esclusivisti of the music of the past” 
referred to.139 While most of the press analysed the confl ict about Wagner 
in terms of nationality, the Gazzetta dell’Emilia referred explicitly to the 
“modern school” in opposition to tradition.140 This was not a confl ict about 
the music of a particular country or one particular composer, who claimed 
that his music was the future, but about the concept of aesthetic progress 
itself and about the question whether the idea of progress and future could 
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be associated with music.141 Ultimately, the question was whether there 
was a legitimate place in Italian society for a philosophy of history in the 
Hegelian sense. Wagner stood for a modernist aesthetic response to the 
modern experience of time. This modernity was perceived as a European 
phenomenon. Associating Italian interest in German music with aesthetic 
progress does not mean to subscribe to a germanocentric view on the his-
tory of music, as criticised for instance by the Czech musicologist Vladimir 
Karbusicky.142 Instead, it is a refl ection upon a historical debate; and con-
temporaries in Italy used similar arguments to defend French repertoire on 
Italian stages.

For Casarini and the Democrats the nation’s cosmopolitan opening was 
part of a political project to overcome Italy’s “intellectual isolationism.” 
Rejecting the idea that Italians had much to learn “from foreigners,” the 
Rivista Bolognese di Scienze, Lettere, Arti e Scuole maintained in 1867 
that Italy should focus on “its own genius, its institutions, its rich his-
tory.”143 However, the following year, in 1868, the musical correspondent 
of the Rivista compared Italian theatres to those in Germany, America and 
in Paris, despairing about Italy’s narrow focus on Verdi, Donizetti and Bell-
ini. A few issues later the same periodical claimed that the listener thirsts 
“for new things, new combinations, wishing to hear strong and innova-
tive counterpoints, to be moved by original and unexpected melodramatic 
moments,” words that resemble Baudelaire’s and Wagner’s writings on 
music and modern aesthetics.144 A year after the Lohengrin premiere the 
Italian parliament discussed the state of the country’s music schools, with 
certain deputies voicing their concern about the presumed dominance of 
German innovation over Italian tradition. Replying, Casarini denounced 
Italy’s “ecstatic state of contemplative isolationism” in everything regard-
ing music. In his view Italy was out of step with the general progress of 
modern times. With reference to the “italianissimi Rossini and Verdi,” he 
maintained that Italy’s musical genius had always been inspired by con-
tacts with ideas from abroad. Should one really deprive Italian students and 
audiences of Meyerbeer, Beethoven, Gounod or Mozart? Of Haydn’s and 
Händel’s oratorios?145

UNCERTAINTIES

Bologna’s musical springtime came to an abrupt and dramatic end in Feb-
ruary 1872. Casarini had pursued his projects without increasing the price 
of tickets, absorbing a considerable portion of the municipal budget for the 
city’s cultural self-representation.146 From early on the council had criticised 
that the municipal budget privileged “certain arts and industry.” Council-
lor Osima wondered if Bologna really needed to take a lead in international 
opera life. Other opponents of Casarini’s policy compared the expenditure 
for the theatre with that for hospitals and public education. If the wealthy 



parts of the citizenship and local business really had an interest in opera 
and saw an economic advantage in the existence of a theatre, they should 
participate in a public subscription which would allow them to run the the-
atre out of their own means.147 Casarini’s giunta resigned as a consequence 
of the fraud scandal discussed in Chapter 3, but also due to a sudden defi cit 
in the municipal budget, which had been produced by his investment in 
the fabric of the theatre and the expenditure for the 1871 autumn season, 
which went 17,400 Lire beyond the agreed subsidies.148 How did this hap-
pen, considering that Lohengrin had been a great success?

Keen to impress with splendid performances, Casarini made all neces-
sary funds available to achieve them, in terms of quality of staging and 
performers. The cost could not be recuperated by the box offi ce. As a conse-
quence, the theatre had been insolvent since Meyerbeer’s Dinorah, only the 
fi rst of three works on the programme of the 1870 autumn season.149 The 
carnival balls, but also the remaining operas of the autumn, Verdi’s La forza 
del destino and Macbeth, were expected to bring fi nancial recovery. From 
the start of the following season, 1871, Casarini had repeatedly granted 
the impresario advances of several thousand Lire, which did not even cover 
the daily expenditure for the musicians engaged in Gounod’s Faust, the 
work preceding Lohengrin in the season’s programme. While the mayor 
was in Munich, his assessore passed a further 8000 Lire to the theatre. The 
administration spent a total of 24,000 Lire beyond the agreed subsidy, of 
which only 7000 were covered by the impresario’s deposit. Even the suc-
cess of Lohengrin could not make up the difference of 17,000 Lire. From a 
fi nancial point of view the theatre should have been closed, which was not 
uncommon for Italian theatres. But for Casarini this was not an option. The 
city’s cultural representation was at the core of his political programme for 
a civic reawakening. Due to the grandeur of his plans with their cosmopoli-
tan and modernist profi le, mistakes in the fi nancial management became 
a natural point of attack for his conservative critics. Casarini carried his 
programme through, hoping that the spectacular effect of an Italian staging 
of Wagner would save the situation both fi nancially and morally. Whether 
his expenditure was unreasonable remains debatable. While Bianca Blume, 
the fi rst Italian Elsa, received 5000 Lire for the entire season, Teresa Stolz, 
at La Scala, received 43,000 Lire for a similar period.150

Casarini continued to be seen as an expert in cultural policy after his 
resignation and the return of a Moderate giunta, a reputation that extended 
well beyond Bologna’s city walls. As an elected member of the council he 
had been in charge of the theatre since 1865 and it was largely due to his 
initiative that after years of debate the restoration of the Comunale had 
been completed. As founder of the local Società Nazionale and a member 
of the region’s provisional government after the departure of the cardinal, 
he was widely respected well beyond the Democratic milieu. Moreover, a 
number of local Moderates started questioning the savings policy imposed 
by their own administrations and were concerned about the role the Italian 
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cities should assume within the new patria.151 While the returning Moder-
ate giunta at fi rst cancelled the theatre’s subsidy, those councillors in favour 
of an active cultural policy were able to mobilise a lobby outside the coun-
cil. After fi ve months of public debate on the issue and considerable criti-
cism of the Moderates’ economizing policy in the press the council reversed 
its decision and renewed the subsidy.152 Rossini, Bellini and Wagner were 
programmed for the next season. The council was determined to follow the 
cultural emphasis of the past years, trying to maintain Bologna’s distinctive 
profi le among the peninsula’s major opera houses, Milan, Naples and Ven-
ice.153 Milan presented its fi rst opera by Wagner two years after Bologna, in 
1873, Naples in 1881 (both Lohengrin). Venice staged Rienzi in 1874 and 
its fi rst Lohengrin in 1881.154 Bologna on the contrary presented a Wagner 
opera twenty-three times between 1871 and 1914, while Verdi appeared 
only twelve times on the programme. Bellini, Donizetti and Rossini were 
given only a total of eleven times during this period.155 Lohengrin became 
the most frequent opera on the schedule, well ahead of La Traviata and 
with Tristan following in third place.156

Bologna’s second Wagner was Tannhäuser, performed a year after 
Lohengrin in 1872. During the fi rst night protests and whistling came 
to a head during the third act, when a desperate Elizabeth fainted under 
screams of “Viva Rossini! Morte a Wagner!,” bringing Tannhäuser’s nar-
ration after his return from Rome to an abrupt end.157 Rubbiani, in the 
Catholic L’Ancora, commented that this is “a mad story of the middle ages 
mixing historical and fi ctitious characters . . . ; the usual confusion of peri-
ods.” He was convinced that after this fi asco the work would be “buried 
for ever” and that Bologna would fi nally “remain Italian. . . . One cannot 
impose the aesthetic sentiment of German art on the Italian people.”158 He 
was wrong. The scandal only further increased the interest in the work. 
Panzacchi, in a series of letters to the press, publicized the fact that after the 
second evening the anti-Wagnerians had abandoned the theatre, allowing 
the audience to appreciate and applaud the work. In fact, after only eight 
performances the box offi ce had made more money with Tannhäuser than 
with Rossini’s Mosè the previous month.159 While the prominent Milanese 
critic Filippo Filippi insisted that Wagner’s music required an “educated 
audience,” Panzacchi maintained that in Bologna, unlike elsewhere, this 
was indeed the case.160 Rejecting the idea of a pro-German plot of the cul-
tural-political elites against Italian audiences, he claimed that in order to 
maintain the theatre’s fame and to attract new audiences, Bologna could 
not afford just duplicating the programmes of previous seasons or of other 
leading theatres.161

Not only political and aesthetic reasons infl uenced the local debate on 
Wagner; commercial considerations also played a role. The director of the 
Catholic Ancora had himself presented a programme for the impresa of the 
Comunale, which included Tannhäuser,162 a work easily presented as a Chris-
tian-Catholic opera. The fact that the administration favoured Scalaberni’s 



project was reason enough to attack the staging of Tannhäuser with the 
usual polemics against German art. Commercial considerations were also 
behind the strong anti-Wagnerian position of Ricordi’s Gazzetta musicale 
di Milano. In 1861 Ricordi refused Wagner a contract for the publication 
of his works in Italy, causing him to turn to Giovannina Lucca, who rather 
unexpectedly enjoyed a commercial success with the German composer and 
became a major fi gure in Bayreuth circles. Obviously, Ricordi’s Gazzetta 
had no interest in writing favourably about Wagner, even if this dislike was 
expressed through references to italianità and loyalty to Verdi, which con-
tributed to the 1873 fi asco of Lohengrin at La Scala.163 Subsequently, very 
much to Ricordi’s satisfaction, La Scala did not put any Wagner on until 
1889.164 During that time the Comunale produced Rienzi in 1876, Holländer 
the following year, its fi rst complete Ring in 1883 and Tristan in 1888. Then 
Ricordi bought the publisher Lucca and his attitude toward Wagner’s work 
began to change.165

THE SEARCH FOR AN ITALIAN WAGNER

But was there an Italian Wagner—a composer who would put an end to the 
“national” polarization of the debate? In November 1873 the premiere of 
Stefano Gobatti’s opera I Goti was encored continuously and got fi fty-one 
curtains at the Comunale, probably the greatest success of any opera in the 
history of Italian theatre. For weeks after every performance, the composer 
was accompanied home by a cheerful parade of enthusiasts and the city walls 
were plastered with sonnets in praise of his celebrated talent.166 Soon after, 
the opera was repeated at La Scala, in Turin, Genoa, Parma, at the Pergola 
in Florence and the Apollo in Rome, as well as in smaller theatres. From 
modest social origins in the Romagna, taught by Lauro Rossi in Milan and 
Giuseppe Busi at Bologna’s Liceo Musicale, the young composer was recog-
nised by Casarini, Golinelli and Panzacchi as well as by Anton Rubinstein as 
a Wagnerian genius. Carducci described the evening of the fi rst performance 
as the beginning of a new future for Italian music, the end of the long crisis 
of Italian opera. The king bestowed a knighthood upon Gobatti, he became 
a member of the Accademia Filarmonica and Bologna’s council awarded 
him honorary citizenship, placing him alongside Verdi and Wagner, before 
anyone even knew who he was.167 But in Rome I Goti failed to convince the 
critics and musical circles in Milan were sceptical about the sudden suc-
cess of the previously unknown composer, with Verdi calling I Goti “the 
most monstrous musical miscarriage ever produced.”168 The press started to 
speak about the “caso Gobatti,” a reaction perceived by many Bolognesi as 
a humiliating refl ection on their musical judgement. His next work, Luce, 
clearly failed to live up to the public expectations and by now the composer 
divided the press in just the same way as Wagner did. Count Salina defended 
Luce as a work written for the purpose of entertainment, but in fi fty-three 
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complaints to the mayor the box owners deemed the season’s spettacolo 
“neither heroic nor regio or grandioso.” Refusing to pay their annual fee, 
they caused the theatre a fi nancial loss of nearly 13,000 Lire.169

It was diffi cult, however, to convince the composer of his limitations 
and the administration itself also still hoped for his come-back. Cordelia in 

Figure 9.2 Stefano Gobatti, 1873. (Reproduction by Kind Permission of Pàtron 
editore.)



1881 was an even greater fi asco. In 1886 Gobatti conducted a concert of his 
works at the Comunale and hoped to save the fate of I Goti by approaching 
a French playwright with the suggestion for a translation of his fi rst opera. 
When Milan’s Teatro Dal Verme presented a revised version of I Goti the 
musicians refused to play the work, but in 1898, twenty-fi ve years after the 
opera’s fi rst success, Gobatti presented the work once more at Bologna’s 
Politeama D’Azeglio, without making it into the repertoire. In March 1912 
Giacomo Puccini joined a local campaign in favour of Gobatti’s last opera, 
Massias, but the project was aborted before the score had been completed. 
Gobatti never gave up and lived over the decades as a singing teacher for 
the local primary schools, later playing the organ at the famous Santuario 
della Madonna di San Luca.170 He died poor, disillusioned and mentally 
deranged in December 1913, a few days before Bologna’s Italian premiere 
of Parsifal. As the obituaries suggest, Bologna had never abandoned the 
hope of presenting the nation with an Italian Wagner, but in vain.

The city demonstrated much better instincts with its campaign for Arrigo 
Boito’s Mefi stofele, after the opera’s 1868 failure in Milan. Reviving the 
opera in 1875 was certainly a controversial decision and in many ways a 
political statement. Thereafter Boito played an important role in Bologna’s 
musical life, not just because of the local popularity of Mefi stofele—pro-
grammed six times by the Comunale up to 1920—but also through Boito’s 
collaboration with Luigi Mancinelli and events such as the International 
Exhibition of 1888. Together with the writers Emilio Praga and Antonio 
Ghislanzoni, and the composer Franco Faccio, Boito formed the core of 
the so-called scapigliati group, the “dishevelled” or “unkempt heads,” 
who cultivated a strong sense of generational identity. Rejecting academic 
tradition and subscribing to the spirit of Nietzsche, their collective proj-
ects of symbolist poetry, theatre and music enlivened the intellectual and 
artistic scene in post-Risorgimental Italy. They shared Baudelaire’s inter-
est in experimenting with hashish, under the infl uence of which they read 
Les fl eurs du mal together.171 In 1866 Faccio and Boito had volunteered 
under Garibaldi and politically they were rooted in the Risorgimento’s 
Party of Action, combining nationalist with socialist ideas, despite their 
elitist attitude. By the time of Boito’s success in Bologna the group’s youth-
ful radicalism had calmed down, but their names still stood for innovation 
and experiment.

According to his own writings, Boito “enjoyed fi ghting with the audi-
ence, . . . fi ghting for progress and for the future of the arts.”172 In his 
theoretical writings he tried to create a symbiosis which many consid-
ered impossible—bringing together Wagner, whose theoretical works he 
translated into Italian, and Verdi, with whom he worked for thirty-seven 
years, from the Inno delle nazioni, performed in 1862 at Her Majesty’s 
Theatre in London, until the completion of Quattro pezzi sacri in 1898. 
His concept of a “new melodrama” was intended as a response to the cri-
sis of Italian music after Unifi cation, overcoming the banality of the usé 
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and meeting the aesthetic objectives set out in Wagner’s theoretical writ-
ings. Boito expressed his belief in musical progress as well as his boredom 
with the continuous repetition of the same repertoire in Italy’s princi-
pal opera houses.173 However, later he seemingly embraced Nietzsche’s 
critique of Wagner, referring to the composer as “un falso apostolo.”174 
Boito’s aesthetic ideas were marked by an extraordinary cosmopolitan 
ambition, rooted in his own upbringing and his early travelling. Son of a 
Venetian father and a Polish mother, Boito left Italy together with Faccio 
at the age of twenty to live in Paris, at the time of the French premiere 
of Tannhäuser and Baudelaire’s most infl uential writings as an art critic. 
He was introduced to Rossini, Gounod, Auber and later Hector Berlioz; 
and it was here that he fi rst met Verdi.175 For eleven years Boito lived in a 
romantic relationship with Eleonora Duse, with whom he tried to intro-
duce modern stagings of Shakespeare in Italy, before the actress left him 
for D’Annunzio.176 Ambitious as a theorist, Boito was less successful in 
applying his aesthetic principles to his work as a composer: after half a 
century, he left his second opera Nerone incomplete. It was performed 
posthumously in a revised version by Arturo Toscanini.177

Why did Bologna, after the recent failures with the musical experiments 
of Stefano Gobatti, show an interest in Boito? The scapigliati’s centre 
had been Milan, but through the publisher Sommaruga and the Roman 
newspaper Nabab Carducci and Panzacchi were linked to the group and 
Faccio regularly conducted the Comunale. Martucci also was in contact 
with the group from an early age.178 The decision to stage Mefi stofele 
was a controversial statement. After the premiere in Milan Bologna’s 
Monitore had described the work as “un mostruoso aborto;”179 but once 
Bologna understood that a revised version of the opera might rescue the 
composer’s reputation and renew the Comunale’s fame, the local elites 
were quick to embrace the opportunity.180 Although parts of the audience 
voiced discontent during the fi rst night, Boito was repeatedly applauded 
and called on stage. For the local connoisseurs Mefi stofele was a success, 
in spite of the fact that Verdi still disapproved of the work.181 The press 
criticized the staging, costumes, the orchestra’s as well as the chorus’s 
performance, but acclaimed the composer, and Erminia Borghi-Mamo 
in the role of Margherita and Elena.182 All performances were sold out 
well in advance and there was widespread interest among critics, musi-
cians and conductors from all over Italy and abroad. Despite animosi-
ties between individual critics from different parts of Italy, the Gazzetta 
d’Italia and the Fanfulla praised Bologna for its courage in restaging 
the work. The infl uential Marquis d’Arcais reported in the pages of 
L’Opinione “un successo immenso, incontestabile”; Il Rinnovamento 
from Venice wrote about “entusiasmi trionfali”; and even Milan praised 
Bologna’s performance as the work’s “resurrection.”183 This was the start 
of the opera’s international success, with performances in Rome, Turin, 
London, Boston, New York, Lisbon, Barcelona, Warsaw, St. Petersburg, 



Hamburg, Vienna, Brussels and Madrid, followed by Paris after several 
years delay.184

As could have been expected, the courageous initiative of the cultural 
elites provoked criticism in the council. De Simonis complained that 
Bologna had become the laboratory for all kinds of operatic experiments 
rather than presenting music to the taste of its own citizenry.185 Instead of 
sponsoring such controversial works, the administration should consider 
closing the theatre altogether. However, in contrast with the debate on 
Wagner, this time the Democrats could not be held responsible. Instead, 
keen to keep Bologna’s theatre in the public eye, the returning Moderate 
giunta decided to maintain Casarini’s approach, trying to develop Bolo-
gna’s reputation as a stage for innovative and challenging works. While 
the season was not to the mayor’s personal taste, “nobody would accept 
this as a reason for not presenting new operas,” as he confessed himself.186 
Count Salina explained the audience’s mixed response as a result of the 
theatre’s fi nancial situation, having made it impossible for the impresa to 
pay for better singers and sets. As for the operas by Boito and Dall’Olio he 
claimed that “no moderately cultured person . . . could fail to recognize 
the imposing nature of those two works.”187

Another example of the search for an Italian Wagner was the debate 
about Alberto Franchetti, a Piedmontese nobleman who had studied 
in Turin, Venice, Dresden and Munich, and who attempted to blend 
“national-historic subjects” with Germanic techniques of composing.188 
Bologna played an important role in promoting this unusual composer. 
His Asrael combined themes inspired by Mefi stofele (hell and heaven) 
with the geographical setting of Lohengrin (medieval Brabant). The 
opera was premiered in Reggio Emilia in 1888, before coming to the 
Comunale during same year. Resembling in its dramatic structure Mey-
erbeer’s grand opéra, the work is based on a libretto by Ferdinando Fon-
tana, author of Puccini’s Le villi, who represented an Italian current 
of interest in Nordic mythology and German fairy-tale plots, known 
mostly through Catalani’s operas. Franchetti’s Cristoforo Colombo, on 
a libretto by Luigi Illica, was commissioned by the city of Genoa and 
premiered under Mancinelli at the Carlo Felice in 1892, followed two 
years later by presentations at the Teatro Sociale in Treviso and at the 
Comunale under Toscanini. Bologna’s third Franchetti opera, Germania 
(1902), was also based on a libretto by Illica and set during the time 
of the Napoleonic wars. After the premiere at La Scala with Toscanini 
and Caruso, Germania came to Bologna the same year. In addition to 
the predominantly non-Italian themes much of Franchetti’s music was 
rooted in Germanic sinfonismo and Nordic folk songs. Despite Colom-
bo’s focus on Italy’s humanist genius and the struggle against the obscu-
rantism of the Church, Franchetti’s work could hardly pass as Italian 
Nationaloper. In order to stand out through its repertoire Bologna had 
to turn to imports from abroad.
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FROM AVANT-GARDE TO LEITKULTUR189

Following a proposal by Casarini, Wagner and Mariani were given hon-
orary citizenship under the returning Moderate administration. Wagner 
was also elected a member of Bologna’s Accademia Filarmonica, for a 
long time seen as the bulwark of musical tradition.190 In 1876 the mayor 
Tacconi invited Wagner to visit Bologna and to attend a performance 
of Rienzi in celebration of the new citizenship.191 Rienzi was Wagner’s 
most popular opera in Leipzig, but as a French style grand opéra it was 
in many respects the opposite of what the composer stood for in the 
1870s. The work was conducted by Marino Mancinelli, who despite his 
comparative youth had already established himself as one of the greatest 
Italian Wagner specialists.192 (A dramatic coincidence, putting the entire 
enterprise at risk, was that the impresario Luigi Scalaberni died on the 
day of Rienzi’s fi rst performance.193) The following year Bologna pre-
sented Der Fliegende Holländer, combined with Bologna’s fi rst perfor-
mance of Aida and Donizetti’s La Favorita, followed by Gustavo Ruiz’ 
new opera Vallenstein.194 Wagner was now established as part of the rep-
ertoire and closely identifi ed with Bologna’s theatre. A new production 
of Lohengrin, conducted by Luigi Mancinelli in 1882, ran for twenty 
performances.195 Wagner’s death in 1883 was marked by a performance 
of Gotterdämmerung and a separate Ring under the Austro-Hungarian 
conductor Anton Seidl. Panzacchi spoke at the city’s offi cial commemo-
ration for its honorary citizen and Carducci described the music he heard 
on the occasion to his friend Dafne Gargiolli:

“Isoldes Liebestod” is for me the most extraordinary music I have ever 
heard. What greatness, what longing, what stitch for the soul, what 
holy pain! “Walkürenritt”: fantastic, beyond every human creation and 
at the same time a product of perfect technique. All this is a miracle. 
Finally, the opening of the Meistersinger, a treasure of music, not even 
to mention Tannhäuser . . . !196

Angelo Neumann described Bologna’s performance of the Ring as a cel-
ebration for the Meister which went beyond anything he had ever seen in 
Germany.197 Originating from an initiative of Wagner himself, Bologna’s 
Ring was preceded by a premiere in Venice, where the composer had died, 
and was followed by stagings in Rome, Turin and Trieste.198 The Roman 
Vorabend was attended by the king, while Queen Margherita attended 
three entire evenings. The Italian railway company supported the event 
with a 75% reduction on the transport cost for the entire cast.199 Five years 
later Bologna celebrated the Mostra Emiliana with the Italian premiere of 
Tristan, conducted by Giuseppe Martucci, in the presence of Boito, Cata-
lani, Marchetti, Faccio and the young Toscanini, Carducci and D’Annunzio, 
the local Wagnerians Panzacchi, Luigi Torchi and Corrado Ricci, the mayor 



Alberto Dallolio as well as political representatives from all over Italy and 
the crème of the nation’s musical press.200

Bologna had established itself as the Italian capital of Wagnerism, with 
a major infl uence on Italy’s musical life as a whole. Between 1871 and 1893 
the Cronaca Wagneriana listed a total of 993 performances of Wagner in 
Italy, including 705 performances of Lohengrin. By 1900 the opera had 
been staged 93 times in Italy, and not only at the Scala (1873) or San Carlo 
(1881), but also in smaller theatres like Treviso (1885), Piacenza (1889), 
and Cagliari (1899) and in cities not far from Bologna, like Ferrara (1889) 
and Modena (1890). Since 1871 Bologna had seen six stagings of Italy’s 
most popular Wagner opera, not only at the Comunale (repeated in 1882, 
1887, 1889), but also at the Brunetti (1884, 1891).201

The Comunale’s profi le required fi rst-class conductors. With Marino Man-
cinelli at the head of the Comunale Bologna had hoped to have appointed 
a permanent successor for Angelo Mariani. However, during a concert tour 
to Rio de Janeiro the young conductor committed suicide and the position 
again became vacant. For a year the Scala’s principal director Franco Faccio 
conducted the season and in 1881 the giunta appointed Luigi Mancinelli, 
Marino’s brother, to lead both the theatre and the Liceo, with the aim of 
offering Bologna’s music students the opportunity to gain practical experi-
ence at the Comunale.202 Bologna had known Luigi Mancinelli since 1878 
as conductor of the Concerti Popolari at the Brunetti (later Teatro Eleonora 
Duse).203 Having started his career unexpectedly, replacing a drunken con-
ductor for Aida, by the time of his appointment in Bologna he was already an 
international star. While only two of his own operas, Isora di Provenza and 
Paolo e Francesca were presented in Bologna, he became one of the Comu-
nale’s most successful conductors.204 In September 1886 Giuseppe Martucci, 
aged only thirty, succeeded Luigi Mancinelli at the head of the Liceo and the 
Cappella di San Petronio. He had been celebrated as pianist, composer and 
conductor in the major capitals of Europe and his talent had been recognised 
at a young age by Rubinstein and Liszt. Since his fi rst appointment in Naples 
he regularly conducted symphonies by Beethoven and Schumann, at the time 
hardly known to Italian audiences. The admiration for him was linked to 
the modesty of his origins as son of an impoverished musician from Capua 
as well as to his relationship to Queen Margherita.205 Bologna’s capacity to 
attract musicians of Martucci’s fame helped the city to maintain its status as 
a leading centre of musical life in Europe.

FINE SECOLO CRISIS AND THE 
PROFESSIONALISATION OF CULTURE

Mancinelli’s position as director of the theatre, the Liceo, the Cappella of San 
Petronio and the Società del Quartetto had been criticized as a “musical dic-
tatorship.”206 His appointment had led some councillors to question spending 

“Viva Rossini—Morte a Wagner”? 249



250 Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy

such an important part of the municipal budget on music: in 1882, 105,000 
Lire for the Liceo, the municipal band and the theatre.207 The Extreme Left 
questioned the fi nancial implications of the city’s political emphasis on the-
atre, weakening the Democrats’ position on cultural politics. Quirico Filopanti 
spoke against the “artifi cial character” of opera, the exaggerated demands of 
publishers for the staging of works for which they held the copyright and the 
ridiculously high number of employees in modern theatres. At the same time 
he deplored the social conditions of those employees, who as a consequence of 
the theatre’s frequent closure could suddenly lose their incomes.208 However, 
Italy’s parliamentary revolution of 1876, when the majority changed from the 
Moderate Right to the Democratic Left, and the government’s new emphasis 
on the cultural construction of the Italian nation encouraged cultural initia-
tives at the municipal level. Rather than criticizing the city’s expenditure, Il 
Resto del Carlino blamed impresari and the deputazione for making bad use 
of public money through cheap stagings and bad casts.209 Italy was hardly in 
a position to compete with the fees paid to singers abroad and many inter-
national stars refused to work under the poor conditions of Italian opera 
houses—too few rehearsals in draughty, unheated theatres; too many perfor-
mances per week; unprepared orchestras; no replacements for leading roles in 
case of illness.210 When Mancinelli left Bologna for an international career, 
it was to a large extent out of discontent about the lack of resources. Covent 
Garden, where he conducted the premieres of Otello and Falstaff, Cavalleria 
rusticana and Tosca, as well as most of Wagner’s works, operated on a dif-
ferent scale.211 For the rest of his career he appeared mostly in New York, 
Buenos Aires and Rio de Janeiro, visiting Italy only occasionally for a few 
spectacular premiers. Due to the limits of its subsidies, the Comunale was in a 
diffi cult situation compared to other theatres, where the grants were approved 
for periods between three and fi ve years, allowing the impresari to make bet-
ter use of their budget, employing famous singers for longer periods and under 
better conditions.212

Considering these circumstances, did Italian opera ever overcome its 
post-Unifi cation crisis? While according to Panzacchi the success of Verdi’s 
Aida, Boito’s Mefi stofele and Ponchielli’s Gioconda demonstrated that Ital-
ian composers did not have to fear international competition, others were 
convinced that the high season of opera had come to an end: “There are 
not many valuable composers in Italy or indeed anywhere; and since Verdi 
stopped it seems as if any musical genius has vanished,” as one of Bolo-
gna’s mayors remarked.213 Meanwhile, councillors unhappy with the reper-
toire of their local theatre were increasingly sidelined in favour of experts. 
Town councils are “not the place to discuss taste and musical aesthetics; 
and there is no doubt that we lack competence in this respect,” Bologna’s 
mayor Tacconi maintained.214 Theatre “is not just a question of entertain-
ment . . . but of art,” Dallolio explained. Bologna had started “a revolution 
in music” which according to the responsible assessore infl uenced Italy as a 
whole. “The history of theatre will certainly register this event as a glorious 



achievement. Bologna occupies a position in the arts which has to be main-
tained,” irrespective of the taste of individual councillors.215

In 1885 the international reputation of Bologna’s orchestra was acknowl-
edged through an invitation to the world fair in Antwerp.216 Another sign 
of public recognition was Luigi Mancinelli’s nomination as “Offi cer of the 
Crown of Italy” the same year.217 Boito, closely associated with Bologna’s 
theatre, was honoured with a special performance of his Mefi stofele at the 
Hofoper in Vienna.218 Bologna’s autumn season started with the great suc-
cess of another work qualifi ed as “Wagnerian,” La Regina di Saba by Karl 
Goldmark, followed by Puccini’s Le Villi, La Traviata and Meyerbeer’s 
Dinorah. Il Resto del Carlino remarked upon the German and French 
infl uences on Puccini’s fi rst opera, praising his departures from the Italian 
tradition.219 Goldmark’s Regina di Saba was deserted by “le signore” in the 
private boxes, but welcomed by a crowded parterre.220 Il Resto del Carlino 
explicitly supported the modern turn in Bologna’s musical life:

In recent years opera has made impressive progress and the younger 
generation was happy to welcome the works of Thomas, Boito, Wagner, 
Massenet, Goldmark, in short the works of the Moderns. They combine 
grandeur with the aim of escaping old, conventional and stale forms.221

The 1880s were also marked by the triumph of Sarah Bernhardt on the Bolo-
gna stage and by an interest in naturalism, realism and Verga’s verismo.222 
While social realism in literature “greatly increased public awareness of 
social issues,” the poet of idealist classicism, Carducci, opposed these mod-
ernist tendencies.223 And although he was among the fi rst to contribute to a 
subscription supporting Zola during the Dreyfus affair,224 he had only con-
tempt for the writer’s literary success in Italy. For Carducci these modern 
trends in literature were the aesthetic counterpart to the positivism which 
prevailed among the bourgeoisie, a sign of its decadence and the end of any 
hopes in Mazzini’s “terza Italia,” the resurgence of Italy to the greatness 
of Ancient Rome. Despite his role in Italy’s literary and aesthetic debates 
since the 1860s, Carducci’s polemical arguments were powerless when con-
fronted with the preferences of the new middle class. Rejecting his idealist 
classicism, aesthetic positions were no longer perceived as independent of 
historical context, but as an expression of the historical situation. Carducci 
had become a poet of another epoch, of another Italy.225

Imbeciles! . . . What rubbish to tell us stories about what we do and see 
every day! Isn’t that boring enough? . . . Run, fat citizens of Bologna, 
run noble ladies; run to hear Mademoiselle Bernhardt tonight! It is the 
end of everything, both high and popular art! The bourgeoisie, which 
prides itself with having killed the epic with the novel, tragedy with 
melodrama, is itself now dying, dying with the operettas of Offenbach. 
Advance, positivist democracy, American realism. No more theatre, 
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but spectacle; no more drama, but the assise court; no more art, but 
production.226

The Socialist Critica Sociale complained about the bourgeoisie’s decadent 
preference for the pleasures of the French-style Café-Concert.227 The escap-
ism associated with these new forms of commercialised entertainment as 
well as the general intellectual and aesthetic opening towards wider Euro-
pean trends of debate in the arts went hand in hand with a sense of disillu-
sionment regarding the content and signifi cance of Italy’s cultural identity. 
Since the expectations associated with the Risorgimento had not been ful-
fi lled, the Italian nation seemed to have little to offer, even in the fi eld 
of music and theatre. As Francesco d’Arcais bemoaned in an obituary for 
Amilcare Ponchielli, Italy’s young composers were interested exclusively in 
eclecticism. They had lost the sense for what Italian music was all about: 
melodic invention. Looking for recipes abroad, they were enthused by 
European modernism. Regarding its relationship to the “foreign” schools 
he wrote “Italy gives little and takes much . . . , a servant and slave of other 
peoples.”228 Franco Faccio, who had been associated with Garibaldi and 
the Risorgimento, returned to Bologna, but to conduct a French classic, 
Bizet’s Les pêcheurs de perles, and Wagner’s Tristan. Was there a solution 
to this crisis of Italian music? Deploring the “decline of musical culture,” 
Enrico Panzacchi suggested raising the nation’s consciousness of its own 
musical heritage through the teaching of and research into the history of 
music. A new musical historicism should inspire Italy’s intellectual and cul-
tural reawakening.229

MUSICAL HISTORICISM

Bologna’s interest in the historical repertoire followed developments that 
elsewhere in Europe had started several decades earlier. As William Weber 
has demonstrated, since 1850 over 60% of the Leipzig Gewandhaus rep-
ertoire and 90% of the music played by the orchestra of the Paris Conser-
vatoire was written by composers who were no longer alive. Vienna had 
reached a fi gure of 75% as early as 1827, the year of Beethoven’s death. 
From the 1870s 80% of the London Philharmonic Society’s repertoire was 
by composers who had already died. All over Europe symphony concerts 
became “musical museums.” As in the case of Bologna’s Concerti Popolari, 
this phenomenon was linked to a new musical “middle-class culture.”230 
However, in Italy this trend started later than in the rest of Europe, partly 
due to the focus of musical life on opera and the weakness of a proper 
symphonic tradition. Italy lacked the necessary orchestral infrastructure 
and the respective emphasis in musical education. Due to the same circum-
stances Italian cities had not seen the same expansion of concert halls and 
audiences as cities like Vienna, Paris, London or Leipzig.



Italy of course had not always concentrated so exclusively on operatic 
music. Until the eighteenth century musicians from all over Europe came 
to Italy to study the rules of harmony and counterpoint. At the time when 
the young Mozart visited Padre Giovanni Battista Martini in Bologna, the 
Accademia Filarmonica was a centre of Europe’s musical life. However, the 
rise of opera in Italy during the second half of the eighteenth century coin-
cided with the decline of sacred and instrumental music. Religious orders, 
which had played an important role in sponsoring sacred music were dis-
solved; most churches were unable to maintain choruses and castrati. Not 
even the Sistine Chapel in Rome was in a position regularly to provide 
music for services. In Venice, Naples and elsewhere the famous musical 
orphanages were closed. Italian composers of instrumental music mostly 
worked abroad: Cherubini in France, Boccherini in Spain, Viotti and Cle-
menti in England. One of the consequences of this decline was the shortage 
of good viola and cello players, as Rossini and later Verdi remarked.231 
Italian composers continued writing sacred music, but the best musicians 
and composers made a better living by working for the opera. Clerics like 
Padre Stanislao Mattei continued to teach at Bologna’s Liceo Musicale, but 
his best students, Rossini and Donizetti, became famous as composers of 
operas. Mercadante and Carlo Coccia retired to positions fi nanced by the 
Church only once their operas had turned unfashionable.232

Hence, a condition for the raising of Italy’s own historical conscious-
ness in this sphere was the development of a new musical infrastructure 
and acquaintance with the European symphonic repertoire. In his Con-
certi Popolari Luigi Mancinelli included the Viennese classic, works by 
Schumann, Brahms, French composers as well as extracts from Wagner’s 
operas. Likewise, Martucci, from his position at the Liceo, introduced 
Bologna to French, German as well as English and Irish composers.233 The 
audience of the concerti popolari—which were affordable for almost every-
one—accepted this repertoire without preconceptions, which contributed 
to the popularity of Mancinelli, who was commonly known as “il buon 
Gigi.”234 Meanwhile the Teatro Comunale developed its profi le as Reper-
toireoper, concentrating, but not exclusively, on a number of great works 
which were permanently inscribed in the programmes of European opera 
houses.235 Bologna’s bel canto operas did not disappear from the Comu-
nale’s programme, but were “historicised.” Bellini’s Puritani for example 
fi gured on the programme for the Mostra Emiliana of 1888, but given 
that its libretto was by the former mayor Carlo Pepoli (written during his 
exile in Paris), it was understood as a special reference to the city’s history. 
The beginnings of this new musical culture were often marked by diffi cul-
ties with the repertoire. The famous violinist Verardi promoted the per-
formance of Beethoven’s string quartets at the Società del Quartetto, but 
considered certain movements to be “completely mad” [musica da matto], 
replacing them with extracts from other works by the same composer. For 
example, he performed as a single work the fi rst three movements of opus 
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59, number 1, replacing the fourth movement with the last movement of 
opus 59, number 3.236 Changes of key, or the fact that the last movement 
of opus 59, number 1 takes up certain themes of the fi rst movement appar-
ently seemed irrelevant.

Bologna’s academic institutions contributed to this historical revival. After 
studies in Germany, Luigi Torchi taught history and aesthetics of music fi rst 
in Pesaro, then at Bologna’s Liceo. In 1894 he founded the Rivista musicale 
italiana in Turin.237 Giuseppe Busi, son of the composer Alessandro Busi, 
researched the local history of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century music and 
donated an important collection of historical scores to the commune.238 A 
major role in the city’s musical revival was played by the Accademia Filar-
monica, which dated back to the year 1622 and was chaired by infl uential 
representatives of the local nobility: from 1860 to 1878 Count Gaetano Zuc-
chini, then until 1887 Marquis Giuseppe Mazzacorati, and from 1903 Count 
Ferdinando Ranuzzi.239 The Accademia organised its fi rst “concerti storici” 
with works of Palestrina, Monteverdi, Frescobaldi and the Bolognese Bagnara 
in 1886.240 Some of these concerts reconstructed important pages of local his-
tory: Monteverdi was involved in a passionate dispute with the conservative 
Bolognese music theorist Giovanni Maria Artusi, a monk of the order of 
San Salvatore. In 1599 Monteverdi replied to Artusi’s pamphlets against “la 
musica moderna,” “heresy” and “barbarism” with the Fifth Book of Mad-
rigals, which was even more radical than his earlier works.241 The concerts 
presenting this repertoire were well attended.242 The academy’s musical direc-
tor Gaetano Gaspari was also the Comunale’s direttore dei cori (1848–1855), 
Maestro of San Petronio and librarian of the Liceo Musicale. In 1866 he 
started a cycle of lectures at the Deputazione di Storia Patria on local medi-
eval and Renaissance music, lasting over several years. He played a major 
role in editing and printing early music from the vestry of San Petronio, in 
particular the policorali for up to eighteen or twenty voices.243 Gaspari recon-
structed bibliographical information and dates of performances, the origin 
of musicians, details about salaries and their years of service as organists, 
chorus masters and trumpeters. Along ecclesiastical and liturgical aspects, 
his work looked at the social and civic context of this music, contributing to 
the already widespread interest in the history of Bologna’s Communal Age. 
With pride Gaspari explained that during the sixteenth century Bologna’s 
cathedral counted thirty-six cantori, while Milan had only twelve.244

On the basis of its historical revival Bologna took the lead in organising 
Italy’s contribution to the 1892 international music exhibition in Vienna. 
The Italian committee, chaired by the president of Bologna’s Wagner Soci-
ety Count Salina, included delegates from Bologna’s Liceo, San Petronio, the 
Accademia Filarmonica as well as the Academy of Fine Arts.245 Prior to this, 
an important forum for ancient music had been the Emilian exhibition of 
1888, for which Arrigo Boito coordinated the musical programme. Its empha-
sis on religious music was not a sign of a political opening towards Bologna’s 
growing political Catholicism. To a large extent religious music meant in fact 



Protestant music; and despite the renewed interest in sacred music, San Pet-
ronio’s once famous Cappella halved in size between 1886 and 1896 and by 
1920 it had disappeared. The interest in religious music was connected rather 
to the medieval revival, and even more to an interest in aesthetic experimenta-
tion among the Italian avant-garde.246 The intellectual circles interested in the 
historical, religious and symphonic repertoire overlapped to a large extend 
with the Wagnerians and with those looking for musical innovation. This was 
not surprising considering that Wagner shared the concerns of the so-called 
musical idealists.247 Wagner invented the term “absolute music” to describe a 
music that was autonomous, a value in itself, a metaphysical experience with-
out narrative function or programme, all of which, as Carl Dahlhaus argues, 
added up to a “aesthetic paradigm-shift” in the evolution of music during 
the nineteenth century, for which symphonic music was exemplary.248 Within 
the tradition of German romanticism, the rediscovery of early religious music 
was an important element in this “aesthetic paradigm-shift,” pointing toward 
the parallel between religious and musical contemplation.249 This connection 
between religious music and absolute music might explain the absence of anti-
clerical protest against this aspect of Bologna’s musical historicism. Reviving 
Italy’s lost instrumental tradition became a cultural mission for the musical 
avant-garde, with Mancinelli, Martucci and Boito as its protagonists, who 
later also included Toscanini and Busoni.

After the performance of Mendelssohn’s Elias in 1888, Bologna wit-
nessed in 1913 Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, performed by the Berlin Phil-
harmonic and the Sing-Akademie. After the concert the mayor thanked the 
musicians in a personal letter expressing his “admiration for the perfect 
technique, the masterly manner and the admirable blending which dis-
tinguished this splendid performance.”250 The concert had been a secular 
event, featuring Protestant music, but its spiritual content made an impact 
also on Bologna’s political Catholicism. Rubbiani remained “profoundly 
touched by Bach” and expressed his admiration for the asceticism of his 
music: “This is not l’art pour l’art, but art for religion,” he wrote.251

Carl Dahlhaus has shown how musical historicism is rooted in the tra-
dition of performance, making historical objectivity almost impossible.252 
The rediscovery of historical music, by audiences, performers as well as 
composers was part of the modern experience, a historicist modernism that 
is not necessarily nostalgic or conservative in the traditional sense. While 
Dahlhaus sees this trend as “an educated fashion among despisers of musi-
cal fashion,” Bologna’s supporters of musical historicism were driven not 
only by an interest in the documentation of ancient music, but also in its 
aesthetics as a response to the experience of modernity, aiming “to estab-
lish a dialogic relation with tradition.” With a particular focus on the study 
of form and material, Italian modernism sought “to mediate between the 
necessity of giving formal expression to the sense of alienation and futil-
ity of artistic practice,” associated with the experience of modernity, “and 
the desire to recuperate in a critical fashion the cultural tradition.”253 The 

“Viva Rossini—Morte a Wagner”? 255



256 Politics of Culture in Liberal Italy

enthusiasts of ancient music were mostly those who at the same time intro-
duced Bologna to aesthetic modernism and the European avant-garde.

SOCIALIST INTERNATIONALISM VERSUS 
AESTHETIC INTERNATIONALISM

In 1903, at the start of the “popular” government under the Republican 
Enrico Golinelli—the fi rst administration of the Left since Casarini—the 
theatre’s season had to be cancelled due to a fi nancial shortfall.254 The citi-
zenry was alerted and, by responding to this situation, challenged the tra-
ditional structures of Bologna’s cultural life. As president of the Società per 
il risveglio della vita cittadina Prince Hercolani staged a performance of 
Francesco Cilea’s new opera Adriana Lecouvreur.255 Cilea had been Mar-
tucci’s best pupil in Naples and the work had been hailed at its premiere 
in Milan. The Società per pubblici divertimenti proposed Wagner’s Meis-
tersinger, to be produced in conjunction with a work by the winner of the 
Liceo’s competition for young composers. Events such as these were aimed 
at renewing Bologna’s role as the “fulcrum of modern music,” but also 
to support the local theatre industry.256 Die Meistersinger had never been 
presented in Bologna; but considering its current crisis, would the theatre 
be able to attract a director capable of conducting the opera? Faccio, who 
had conducted the 1889 Italian prima in Milan, had died of tertiary syphi-
lis in 1891.257 Concerned to restore the theatre’s fame, the council itself 
took charge of the choice of the conductor—either Hans Richter, who had 
recently enthused Bologna with a concert of the Berlin Philharmonic, or 
Arturo Toscanini. The commune was unable to provide the necessary funds 
before 1904, but then it staged the opera with Toscanini, the conductor’s 
last public appearance in Italy before departing for the United States.258

Despite fi nancial constraints the council approved 10,000 Lire to cele-
brate the Liceo’s centennial with publications and concerts, explicitly aimed 
at attracting visitors from outside Bologna.259 The Società del Quartetto as 
well as the Società di risveglio contributed 12,000 Lire to fund new instru-
ments and prizes for distinguished students.260 Toscanini returned, conduct-
ing Martucci, Wagner and Verdi, along with Italian premiers by Debussy, 
Sibelius, Elgar and Strauss. The international stars taken under contract on 
the occasion included Alessandro Bonci and Enrico Caruso, shortly after 
his celebrated debut at the Met.261 Although these events took place under 
an administration of the Left and included concerts for as little as 0.75 Lire, 
some councillors still rejected them as a “class-based commemoration to 
which the working class had not been invited.”262 On cultural issues numer-
ous Socialist councillors voted against their own administration—”because 
the arts have to contribute to everybody’s education . . . whereas for ordi-
nary people the tickets of the Teatro Comunale are never affordable.”263 
For Zanardi, who later became Bologna’s fi rst Socialist mayor, “the theatre 



must be accessible not only to the aristocracy, but also to those who dispose 
of lesser means.”264 When the Republican mayor Golinelli used the theatre 
to host the 1904 congress of the Italian Socialist Party, his decision led to 
bitter protests by the box owners.265 They did not intervene when a few 
years later the Italian Naval League invited the Nationalist De Martino to 
speak at the theatre about “la Somalia Italiana.”266

Despite increasing ideological tensions in the council, the popular 
administration’s emphasis on cultural politics was supported by many 
oppositional Moderates and Catholics. The Republican mayor justifi ed 
votes based on fl oating majorities with the view that “in the arts there 
are no parties.”267 During the fi rst decades after Unifi cation the Moderates 
had opposed public investment in the city’s cultural development; now the 
Socialists rejected this form of expenditure—one reason for the instability 
of Golinelli’s giunta—in spite of the fact that the administration regularly 
underlined the material benefi ts of the subsidies for the “numerous prole-
tariat of singers and musicians.”268 The Moderate councillor Luigi Tanari 
asked why the bourgeoisie should support a subsidy of 6000 Lire for the 
Camera di Lavoro, “which serves the interests of the proletariat,” if the 
Socialists refused to subsidise the theatre, which served the interests of all 
citizens. In his reply the councillor Sarti declared that

the Socialist group is not opposed to developing the arts; on the contrary, 
he and his friends would wish that the arts become even more popular, 
allowing the people to take part in them. But there is no hiding . . . that 
the Teatro Comunale, for the way it is built and due to the usual price of 
its tickets, only serves the rich. The Socialist group is convinced that the 
arts can be and must be to the benefi t of all social classes.269

The “popular administration” came to a sudden end after just a few months 
in offi ce, during the summer of 1904. No major transformation in Bolo-
gna’s cultural life had taken place and the government delegate who took 
over the administration temporarily limited his intervention to a review of 
the Deputazione’s internal regulations. A committee, including Toscanini, 
was set up to review ticket prices.270 However, the returning Conserva-
tive administration reminded the council that “fi rst class performances and 
popular prices represent two concepts which . . . are absolutely opposed to 
one another.”271 Plans to increase the Comunale’s capacity were rejected on 
the grounds of the existing theatre’s architectural value.272 In their cultural 
policies, local administrations continued to rely on artistic prestige, the 
judgement of cultural experts and on the national or international reputa-
tion of stars. Toscanini conducted Siegfried, Madama Butterfl y and Vit-
torio Gnecchi’s controversial Cassandra, based on Greek modes, as well as 
Humperdinck’s Hänsel und Gretel. The 1911 autumn programme included 
Dukas’ Arianna e Barbablù, on a libretto by Maeterlinck, recently per-
formed in Paris, as well as Musorgsky’s Godunov, criticized as an index of 
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“the decline of our city’s musical tradition,” but defended by the admin-
istration for its “clamorous success with echoes all over Italy.”273 After 
Lohengrin and Mefi stofele, Gounod’s Faust was together with Aida the 
work that the Comunale revived most frequently between 1871 and 1922; 
and between 1901 and 1913 twenty-one Italian operas competed with 
nineteen “foreign” operas. Bologna’s emphasis on the international rep-
ertoire had a major impact on Italy as a whole. Even the Teatro Regio 
in Parma, “sanctuary of the Verdi cult,” performed Lohengrin fi ve times 
between 1870 and 1915, as well as a number of other Wagner operas. At 
La Scala foreign imports outnumbered native composers and Milan’s major 
prose theatres preferred French to Italian works. While occasionally Mas-
senet was able to dominate the repertoire in France, Verdi never came close 
to a similar position in Italy. Italian culture during the decades around 
the turn of the century was profoundly cosmopolitan. Contrary to claims 
emphasising the role of opera in the nationalisation of European society, 
internationalisation was an important aspect of its aesthetic as well as its 
commercial success.274

With Wagner appearing increasingly even on smaller Italian stages, Bolo-
gna had to enhance its profi le as the Italian capital of Wagnerism. In 1907 
the tablet commemorating the fi rst Italian performance of Lohengrin had 
been replaced by a big inscription in bronze with a marble frame, fi nanced 
through public subscription and a municipal subsidy of 1000 Lire.275 The 
same year the Comunale had restaged Tristan under Luigi Mancinelli, 
combined with the premiere of the conductor’s own opera Paolo e Franc-
esca and Tchaikovsky’s Iolanta.276 While between 1900 and the beginning 
of World War I the Comunale presented an opera by Verdi fi ve times, with 
altogether 39 performances, Wagner appeared eleven times on the pro-
gramme, with a total of 122 performances.277 Remarkably, it gave an opera 
by Puccini only twice: Tosca in 1900 and Madama Butterfl y in 1905. Two 
further stagings of Boito, Humperdinck’s Hänsel und Gretel and Strauss’ 
Salome led the commentators to categorise the programme as “Germanic” 
and “futurist.” Even Berlioz’ Damnation de Faust, staged in 1906, was 
considered as belonging to the same category, regardless of Berlioz’ own 
dislike for Wagner.278

1914: THE PARSIFAL YEAR

The musical correspondent of the Gazzetta del Popolo named 1914 “the 
Parsifal-year.”279 Shortly before his death in 1883 Wagner had determined 
that for thirty years his Festspielhaus should have the exclusive right to 
present the opera, a rule broken only by stagings in London (1884) and 
New York (1903 performed in German; 1904 in Yiddish).280 On the ear-
liest permissible occasion, the 1st of January 1914, Bologna vied with 
Rome to present the fi rst Italian Parsifal, a major event in the history of 



opera in Italy. Bologna got ahead only thanks to the decision to start the 
performance a few hours earlier, but it was beaten by Barcelona, which 
opened its Parsifal fashioned as a Catalan national opera, at midnight 
on New Year’s Eve, staking its claims as a modern European metropolis. 
Prague even offered two Parsifals on the fi rst of January, one in German, 
the other in Czech.281 Comparable only to the efforts made for Casarini’s 
1871 Lohengrin, Bologna undertook major investments to launch the work 
with the most advanced stage technology, including a new orchestra pit 
and facilities for polychrome electric lights. Although conservationists and 
art historians criticized the changes to Bibiena’s house, for local politicians 
a spectacular staging of Parsifal presented a priority, aimed at ensuring a 
broad coverage in the international press. The mayor appointed a special 
advisory committee for the building works, including again Arturo Tosca-
nini. While some Wagnerians hoped to transform Bibiena’s theatre into a 
Frankish Festspielhaus, a less ambitious version of the original plans was in 
the end approved. The reallocation of funds within the municipal budget, 
by direct intervention of the Moderate giunta without prior consultation 
of the council, clearly resembled the fi nancial manoeuvres of the Democrat 
Casarini for the staging of Lohengrin.282

The Futurists rejected Parsifal for its historical theme as well as its aes-
thetic techniques. Admirers of Wagner in their early years, by the time of 
World War One Giovanni Papini and Filippo Tommaso Marinetti shouted 
“down with Wagner; long live Stravinsky!”283 However, for Bologna the 
1914 Parsifal represented an ideal synthesis between cosmopolitan mod-
ernism and medieval pride. In a public commemoration for the architect of 
Bologna’s medieval revival, Alfonso Rubbiani, the councillor Rivari inter-
preted Bologna’s enthusiasm for Parsifal as showing the extent to which 
Rubbiani’s mission “of disseminating the desire for early medieval beauty” 
had been successful: “We recently saw the evidence—this great mass of 
citizens coming together to hear the grave and solemn Parsifal. . . . The 
emotions arising from the music fused with those evoked by our embattled 
facades and the mullions of the palace.”284

The medieval imagination of Wagner’s last opera was assimilated to the 
colours and fi gurative representations of Bologna’s medieval architecture 
and Rubbiani’s Aemelia Ars. Rubbiani’s own devastating rejection of Wag-
ner, forty years earlier, had been forgotten. Again, Bologna read Wagner 
within its own scheme of interpretation, an assimilation of European mod-
ernism, which attempted to come to terms with the city’s own experience 
of modernity, in the specifi c social, cultural and historical context of post-
Risorgimental Bologna as the former capital of the Papal Legations. This 
contextualisation was not without roots in Wagner’s work itself. Bayreuth’s 
original staging of Parsifal had been inspired by Italian medieval architec-
ture, or at any rate by the nineteenth-century version of it. Although the 
opera itself is set in Spain, Paul von Joukowsky’s Gralstempel, emblem of 
the greatest Good, reproduced the spatial effect of the Cathedral in Siena, 
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following Wagner’s own idea. Wagner’s main source, Wolfgang von Eschen-
bach’s poem “Parzival,” dates back to 1210, the period of communal Italy, 
idealised by Panzacchi, Rubbiani and by Carducci, who had described “the 
myth of the Holy Grail as a Eucharistic symbol,” a symbol of thanksgiv-
ing, which had acquired a dedicated place also in the secular history of 
European literature.285 What the Liberal- and Democratic-minded Wag-
nerians in Italy admired was not the religious content of the narrative, but 
its form, its language and its symbolism. As a modernist form of aesthetic 
expression, Paul de Man understood symbolism as a reaction to the mod-
ern experience of rupture, in which the poetic language is used “to restore 
the lost unity,” a kit to repair the injuries caused by modernity.286 While in 
Germany Parsifal was often seen as a work for the Easter period, Wagner’s 
symbolism suffi ciently integrates pagan elements to perform the opera as 
Ersatz- or Kunstreligion.287 Thus, aesthetic modernism gave meaning to 
modern times—including commercial satisfaction: A local photographer 
created a souvenir postcard to commemorate the fi rst Italian Parsifal, of 
which the municipality ordered one hundred copies. Bologna sold cosmet-
ics named after Wagner’s main characters as well as ice cream Ortruda, 
biscuits Volfrano and cakes called Parsifal and Saint Gral. Given names 
in Bologna around the turn of the century included not only Aida and 
Radames, but also Lohengrin.288

Shortly before Bologna’s spectacular Parsifal the council had appointed 
Ferruccio Busoni as director of its Liceo Musicale.289 His appointment 
was perceived as a radical opening towards new aesthetic horizons.290 He 
had been a famous Wunderkind of Rubinstein’s school, with a spectacu-
lar career in Europe and the USA. He was born in Tuscany of a Corsican 
father and an Austrian mother, grew up in Trieste, married a Swede and 
was primarily at home in Germany. But Bologna saw him as one of its 
many adopted sons. His works had been published and premiered in Bolo-
gna since 1880 and, aged fi fteen, he had become a member of Bologna’s 
Academy. In 1883 Luigi Mancinelli produced his Cantata “Il Sabato del 
Villaggio” at the Comunale.291 Subsequently, he studied with Sibelius in 
Helsinki and premiered numerous works by Delius and Bartòk. In 1907 
he had published the fi rst edition of his Entwurf einer neuen Ästhetik 
der Tonkunst, dedicated to Rainer Maria Rilke—a manifesto for a musi-
cal avant-garde.292 Although anticipating certain aspects of Schönberg’s 
Dodecaphony, he rejected the twelve-tone harmonic system as well as 
complete atonality, proposing instead 113 new modes based on sixth tones 
and the electrical generation of sound.293 The year before his appointment 
in Bologna his opera Die Brautwahl had been presented in Hamburg, 
a city widely associated with the aesthetic avant-garde. At the Musik-
hochschule in Berlin he later prepared the ground for the appointment of 
Arnold Schönberg, who would become his successor.294 The actual reason 
for Schönberg’s move to Berlin had been anti-Semitic attacks in Austria. 
The relationship between the two men was not free of tensions and in 



the text of his Ballad of Lippold the Jew-coiner Busoni himself showed 
signs of anti-Semitism, at a time when T. S. Eliot produced what has been 
described as “anti-Semitic modernism.”295

By offering the chair of the Liceo to Busoni the local administration 
took a well-considered and a courageous decision, demonstrating the 
extent to which the city wished to engage with the international avant-
garde. In the words of the musicologist Edward Dent, it was a “liberal-
minded” appointment, well paid from an Italian point of view, with little 
administrative or teaching duties and fl exible in its duration: “Bologna 
desired his presence as leader of musical life,” making the city “once more 
a great European musical centre.”296 A few months after Busoni’s appoint-
ment the municipality decided to adapt the Liceo’s regulations to those of 
the (national) conservatories of Naples and Milan, the so-called conser-
vatories “di prima categoria,” distinguishing the institute from those in 
Parma, Florence and Palermo.297 However, feeling lonely and homesick 
for Berlin, Busoni frequently stayed away from his new position. He left 
Bologna initially for a tour in the USA,298 before taking refuge in Switzer-
land during the war.

Bologna was widely considered the Italian capital of musical modern-
ism and many of Italy’s new composers were linked to Bologna. Apart 
from Boito and Martucci, Balilla Pratella dominated futurismo in nearby 
Lugo, trying to strengthen Italy’s “musical sensibility” and experiment-
ing with atonality and microtones. His La Sina d’Vargöun was based 
on local scenes from the Romagna and was premiered at the Comunale 
in 1909.299 The following year Ottorino Respighi, a pupil of Martucci 
and Rimsky-Korsakov, presented his opera Semirama in Bologna. The 
works of the Liceo’s former director Marco Enrico Bossi also contrib-
uted to Bologna’s reputation abroad. Nevertheless, the “dusty Bolognesi” 
appeared to Busoni “as old as their institutions,” unable to understand 
modern theatre and music.300 According to the Weltbürger Busoni, who 
was at home in Vienna, Paris, London and Berlin, Italians were deprived 
of the ability to appreciate modernist responses to modernity, due to their 
lack of experience of modern life. Was he right? Were the Italian cities too 
small, too much rooted in their traditions to fully engage with modernist 
art? Wagner in 1871 certainly represented a challenge, but his Bolognesi 
identifi ed with Lohengrin, Rienzi and Tannhäuser rather than the more 
advanced Tristan or the Ring.301 What Bologna liked about Wagner were 
not necessarily the “modern” elements of his music, his harmonic system 
and the structure of his musical drama. Instead, they based their judge-
ment on the narrative and on selected melodic and romantic passages 
which corresponded to their own expectations of lyric theatre. Bologna 
wished to be seen as one with the modern developments in European art, 
but in order to do so it constructed its own Wagner and its own modern-
ism, independent from the aesthetic meanings associated with modernism 
elsewhere in Europe. A refl ection of multiple modernities, modernisms 
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also vary according to historical experience and aesthetic traditions. Ital-
ians developed an appreciation of the modern which allowed them to 
reread their own heritage in a new key and to set a period to traditions 
that no longer corresponded to their own political and social transforma-
tion since Unifi cation. Bologna’s experience of modernity contrasted dra-
matically with that of the Weltbürger Busoni, but subjective perception is 
one of the distinctive features that characterises the modernist response 
to the changing world.



10 Conclusions and Epilogue
Modernity, the Political Power 
of Culture and the Collapse of 
Liberal Democracy

MODERNISM AS FUTURISM

The semantic content of Italy’s modernism was futurism. Futurism started 
well before 1909, when, with the publication of Marinetti’s Foundation 
and Manifesto of Futurism, the term was used to denote a specifi c aesthetic-
political movement.1 Like Baudelaire’s Painter of Modern Life, Constantin 
Guy, the Italian futurists were concerned with the aesthetic problem of 
representing time, the motion of time. However, the principal art-form for 
the aesthetic representation of time is music, because sound is by defi nition 
concerned with and dependent upon the passing of time. A painting, by 
contrast with music, is primarily static whereas text, as a form of aesthetic 
representation, is less abstract than music. If, according to Koselleck, the 
experience of modernity is grounded in a specifi c semantic of historical 
time, music was bound to assume a particular role in the aesthetic repre-
sentation of that experience. Busoni was recognised as one of the masters 
of musical futurism; and the infl uential pamphlet Futuristengefahr [The 
danger of Futurists, 1917], by the German composer Hans Pfi tzner, was a 
direct reply to Busoni’s theoretical writings and his new aesthetic.2

As has been shown in the previous chapter, aesthetic debates in Ital-
ian music theory were primarily concerned with melody and rhythm, the 
horizontal dimension of music. By the same token, participants in those 
debates had often reacted with perplexity to the Germanic (and to some 
extent French) emphasis on developing music’s vertical dimension through 
experimentation with the harmonic system and the symphonic structure 
of sound.3 Owing to the changing social context of opera in nineteenth-
century Italy, the aesthetic expectations associated with music theatre 
changed after Unifi cation. For certain parts of the audience the works of 
Rossini, Bellini and Donizetti no longer fi tted the experience of societal 
change and before long even Verdi only partly lived up to their expec-
tations. The appeal of Wagner’s operas lay in the fact that they did not 
correspond to any established genre. Wagner’s music drama challenged 
harmonic conventions, but in addition to that it pioneered a new approach 
to music’s horizontal dimension through “orchestral melody” and through 
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what Dahlhaus calls “motivic working,” the “development of formal asso-
ciations.”4 Thus, new political and cultural actors, men like the Democrat 
Casarini, the critic Panzacchi and the conductors Mariani and Martucci 
were able to introduce Wagner as the composer of a new aesthetic, capable 
of generating meaning through new musical forms. The Italian Demo-
crats were not alone in recognising the potential of Wagner to respond to 
the experience of societal change. Long before the Nazis, but almost half 
a century after Bologna’s Lohengrin of 1871, the fi rst Russian Wagner 
staging after the October Revolution in 1918 was a “futurist” production 
of Lohengrin by Fyodor Komissarzhevsky at the Theatre of the Workers 
Soviet, in which he radically broke with the historicizing naturalism of 
conventional opera production, proposing instead an abstract and timeless 
interpretation of the work.5 These examples demonstrate that musica del 
futuro acquired a double meaning: on the one hand the term referred to 
a technically innovative apparatus; on the other, the term referred to an 
aesthetic capable of making the contemporary experience of modern time 
meaningful. Modern time was marked by the sense that the past and the 
future no longer coincided. Through this new temporal dynamic the future 
was perceived as open and unpredictable. The music of the future was to 
be a music of infi nity.6 It is only by exploring the reactions to both of these 
aspects of musica del futuro that we can fully understand this form of 
modernism in relation to the experience of modernity.

ITALY AND EUROPE

Before Futurism became linked with nationalism, Italian aesthetic con-
cepts of the future were European and cosmopolitan. As late as 1910 
anarchists and syndicalists, who were generally sympathetic towards the 
futurists, interrupted a lecture by Marinetti in Milan with a chorus of 
Evviva l’internazionalismo.7 Italy’s interest in German music was part of 
a general European phenomenon, since Wagnerism was just as much cel-
ebrated in nineteenth-century France, Belgium, England and Spain.8 Like-
wise, Wagnerians in Italy were often accused of undermining the national 
foundations of Italian opera. Such charges call to mind the German polem-
ics against the “alien element in art” and the condemnation of movements 
such as the Berlin Secession as un-German.9 Italy’s cosmopolitan enthu-
siasm for European modernism was rooted in an earlier commitment to 
European thought, evident in the heroic idealism of the Risorgimento as 
well as the liberal founding of the nation-state. “From the Risorgimento 
on, the highest aspiration of the Italian patriots had been to raise Italy to 
the level of the great modern nation-states,” turning Italians into truly 
“modern men,” or as de Sanctis claimed, “to convert the modern world 
into our world.”10 Referring to the Republic of Letters, the patriotic poet 
Giovanni Berchet had declared that Shakespeare, Racine and Schiller were 
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as Italian as Dante, Ariosto and Alfi eri.11 Italians set aside the idea of 
the foreigner as the occupier of the patria and embraced Europe as a cul-
tural model: “The reasons for the political hatred of the past have ceased; 
today the Italian should measure himself against the foreigner . . . and his 
aim must be to reach one day the level of any other civilised people,” as 
Michele Lessona argued in his 1869 “self-help-guide” for Italians, Volere è 
potere. In the words of Marco Meriggi, “it was time to look abroad.”12 By 
means of a specifi cally Italian reading, this looking abroad also included 
the cosmopolitan engagement with modernism, understood as an aesthetic 
response to the general European experience of modernity of which Italy 
wished to be part.

As the previous chapters have demonstrated, Italians engaged confi dently 
with the transnational phenomenon of European modernism. Openly dis-
cussing moments of crisis at home, they fostered their new identity through 
the embrace of an artistic and intellectual culture which they perceived 
as modern, but no longer as “foreign.” References to Italy’s past, like the 
monuments for Galvani in Bologna, for Beccaria in Milan and for Bruno in 
Rome, underlined the degree to which Italy saw itself as part of a European 
modernity. Bologna’s musical futurism was embedded in a wider European 
context of aesthetic debate and likewise the literary culture of Florence. 
The city of D’Annunzio and the literary magazines Leonardo, Il Marzocco, 
La Voce attracted fi gures such as Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Arnold Böcklin, 
Stefan George, André Gide, Georg Lukács, Thomas Mann, Rainer Maria 
Rilke, and Oscar Wilde. The parallels with Munich, the capital of avant-
garde theatre, are striking, but despite the presence of Ibsen and Kandin-
sky its artistic milieu was probably less cosmopolitan than Florence .13 The 
aesthetic concepts of Ardengo Soffi ci, Papini and Prezzolini were rooted 
in their reading of Bergson and their experience of intellectual and artistic 
life in fi n-de-siècle Paris. Unlike the letterati of the younger generation, 
Carducci did not enjoy travelling and spent most of his adult life within the 
parameters of Bologna’s city-walls. As the international press remarked at 
the time, in 1906 he even rejected the invitation to Stockholm to receive 
the Nobel Prize. He opposed many of the modern international trends in 
literature. Nevertheless, on the occasion of his death, in February 1907, 
Europe celebrated him along with the names of Dante, Rabelais, Heine and 
Hugo as “the greatest lyricist of the Romanic peoples, . . . a name known 
all over the world.”14

The Italian engagement with (and assimilation of) European modern-
ism obviously provoked intellectual and political debate. In line with the 
nationalistic credo of the time certain sections of the avant-garde continu-
ously referred to concepts of Italian primacy. However, the image of fi ne 
secolo Italy as a nation enclosed in its own traditions, obsessed with Verdi 
and proud of a history which set them apart from the rest of Europe, is 
utterly misleading. Bologna’s patisseries baked from old recipes of the 
Romagna, but naming their confi series after Wagnerian characters such as 
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Ortrud and Elsa demonstrated the extent to which this culture was inter-
linked with Europe as a whole. Did Bologna’s modernism reach beyond the 
confi nes of the Italian peninsula?15 This question might best be answered 
with an example: During the years just before World War I a most power-
ful symbol for the transnational dimension of European modernism was 
Gustav Mahler’s work as a conductor in New York. During his last concert 
at Carnegie Hall, shortly before his death, Mahler conducted (in the pres-
ence of Toscanini) the world premiere of Busoni’s Berceuse élégiaque, Mar-
tucci’s second piano concerto and the Intermezzi Goldoniani by Marco 
Enrico Bossi. All three names were closely connected with Bologna: this 
was Italian modernism “made in Bologna,” performed in New York.16

CROCE’S ROLE

Modernism represented one way of making the experience of modernity 
meaningful; Italy’s very specifi c and unique reading and appropriation of 
idealism, positivism and Marxism since the turn of the century was another 
way. Naples played an important role in these philosophical debates, which 
provide us with a key not only to the relationship between Italian and 
European thought, but also to the connection between Italian modernism 
and the collapse of liberal democracy. Bertrando Spaventa and Francesco 
De Sanctis, who both died in 1883, the same year as Wagner, attempted to 
connect Italian culture with the principles of Hegel’s dialectical philosophy 
of history. They established a new framework of debate, which profoundly 
marked Italian intellectual life until the middle of the twentieth century. 
Bologna took part in this. Supporting the Neapolitan philosophers, the 
Rivista Bolognese published articles by Spaventa and Filippo Masci on 
Hegel, and adhered in 1869 to the subscription for a Hegel monument in 
Berlin.17 In the context of these debates Benedetto Croce’s work is of par-
ticular relevance, because he analyses aesthetic techniques within a wider 
framework of problems of European history, presenting a synthetic account 
of Europe’s modern experience since the Enlightenment. Croce’s contribu-
tion to projects such as the Encyclopaedia Britannica was an important 
recognition of his widely acknowledged role in European debate and the 
fruit of an intellectual project he had broached several decades earlier.18 
Unlike most other thinkers of his time Croce treated Europe as a cultural 
unity. Due to his failure to recognise the relationship between the crisis 
of liberalism and the advent of Fascism, Croce’s History of Italy and his 
History of Europe have rightly been challenged by post-war historiogra-
phy.19 However, born of his own opposition to Fascism, in their theoretical 
conception these works present themselves also as synthetic products of 
the debates that marked Europe’s intellectual life between the end of the 
nineteenth and the early twentieth century, standing alongside his treatises 
on aesthetics and literature as monuments to the defence of the European 
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culture of his time. During the fi rst half of the twentieth century it is dif-
fi cult to think of any theorist more representative of Europe’s liberal values 
and better aware of its philosophical and intellectual concerns than Bene-
detto Croce. Too often post-war historians have seen Croce only as a his-
torian rather than as a source for Italy’s intellectual debate around the turn 
of the century. Belonging to the intellectual milieu which Stefan Zweig, 
shortly before his suicide in 1942, described as The World of Yesterday, he 
collaborated with André Gide, Aldous Huxley, Heinrich Mann, Romain 
Rolland, Jean Cocteau, Boris Pasternak and many others for Klaus Mann’s 
anti-Fascist periodical Die Sammlung, representing a Europe which refused 
to surrender its humanist values.20

What were the philosophical foundations of Croce’s Europeanism? Croce 
confronted himself with the challenges of both Marxism and idealism, an 
encounter which had a major impact on Italian intellectual debate at the turn 
of the century. Croce questioned the Enlightenment’s belief in humankind 
as well as Hegel’s faith in progress. He also rejected the scientifi c positiv-
ism which characterised the Italian reception of Marxism and much of nine-
teenth-century debate in Europe. However, he engaged critically with Hegel’s 
idealism and the concept of history as a meaningful process, and made the 
dialectical method the basis of his historical and philosophical enquiries. Like 
Hegel, Croce placed history at the centre of his new humanism, but his was an 
“absolute historicism,” a history without God. As a consequence, and despite 
his confrontational relationship with the social sciences in Italy, he had a lively 
interest in European social theory and socio-economic reform, refl ected in his 
collaboration with the Italian publisher Laterza and in the latter’s publica-
tion of Max Weber’s and Walter Rathenau’s works in translation. On similar 
grounds he engaged closely with Windelband, Simmel and Durkheim, but 
he also showed interest in Freud’s Die Traumdeutung.21 To varying degrees, 
Italy’s Socialist Left as well as parts of the Right engaged with Hegel and 
Marx in a dialogue which was as original as it was controversial. Labriola’s 
critique of capitalism was based on Marxist theory, but the liberal prime min-
ister Giolitti also studied Das Kapital. Hence, Marxism infl uenced Italy’s 
philosophical debate well beyond the often rather narrow readings of the 
nascent Labour movement. Interest in the principles of Socialist internation-
alism spread even among its most prominent political opponents, including 
Gentile and Volpe, who later aligned themselves with Fascism.22 The synthesis 
between the Marxist consideration of material conditions and Hegel’s ideal-
ist belief in the generative power of the human spirit led to the rejection of 
any form of positivist-evolutionary determinism, both on the Right as well as 
among sections of the Left. This “philosophy of praxis” had a direct effect 
on the ways in which Italy addressed the experience of modernity, and of 
World War I in particular: Although economically shattered, marked by deep 
social and political fi ssures, and unsatisfi ed with the compensation it received 
from the victors for its intervention in 1915, Italy avoided the state of men-
tal depression which characterised Austria, for instance, after its long fi n de 
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siècle crisis and the loss of its empire.23 The broad conceptual foundation of 
this philosophical enterprise was also refl ected in the ideological heteroge-
neity of the Italian mass movements during the early twentieth century. It 
affected Gramsci’s critique of the Socialists’ economic determinism as well as 
the activism of Futurists, Interventionists and Fascists, whose “politicisation 
of aesthetics” Croce himself found distasteful.24

Despite its inherent ideological contradictions, Italy’s aesthetic and intel-
lectual debate since the turn of the century appears to have been the most 
synthetically European answer to the experience of modernity, with a major 
impact on Italian society as a whole. Although Italy still suffered from one 
of the highest rates of illiteracy in Europe, it also had the highest rates of uni-
versity attendance. Within this perspective, the historiographical tradition of 
depicting Italian society as a deviation from general European developments, 
or as a people, in Trevelyan’s terms, wholly absorbed in its own instincts and 
traditions, seems barely plausible. Italy’s intellectual life at the turn of the 
century was at one with the wider European experience of modernity.25

MODERNISM AS A CHANGE OF PERSPECTIVE

As Adamson in his study of the Florentine avant-garde has demonstrated,

modernism was by no means an embrace of the modernity of industry, 
science, and technology. It was, on the contrary, an “adversary cul-
ture” or “other modernity” that challenged the “modernizing” forces 
of science, commerce, and industry, usually in the name of some more 
“spiritual’ alternative.”26

Modernism is not a thematic mirror of the modern, but an aesthetic expres-
sion of its experience, which operates principally on the symbolic level. 
Perceptions of the past and of the future share fl uidity as their principal 
attribute. Since modernism emerges out of the relationship between past 
and future, it is no easy matter to come up with a historical defi nition of 
the term. In 1924 the American philosopher and literary historian Arthur 
Lovejoy claimed that the term romanticism had become so vague and 
meaningless that it had better be abandoned.27 Should the same concern 
apply to the term modernism?

The ideological ambivalence of modernity is refl ected in the aesthetic 
ambivalence of modernism. Ambivalence is perceived as an uncomfortable 
disorder, but according to Zygmunt Bauman this is the “normal condition” 
of the process in which we create categories to make the experience of the 
modern world meaningful. Thus, ambivalence appears as “the alter ego 
of language”28, including aesthetic language in the Crocean sense. As my 
account of the Italian reception of Wagner was designed to show, modern-
ism gives aesthetic expression to the experience of the modern condition. 
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George Kubler associates modernism with the “abrupt change of content 
and expression at intervals when an entire language of form suddenly falls 
into disuse, being replaced by a new language of different components and 
an unfamiliar grammar.”29 T. J. Clark identifi es these changes with Jacques-
Louis David’s Death of Marat (1793). The painting was displayed for the 
fi rst time on the occasion of the martyr’s carefully staged funeral, which 
fell on the same day on which Marie-Antoinette was guillotined. What this 
“moment of picture-making” means for Clark is “the fact that contingency 
rules.” Modernism “is the art of these new circumstances.”30 For Simmel 
and Tönnies these new circumstances are marked by the structural transfor-
mation of social networks and of the individual’s place within them. Accord-
ing to Baudelaire such changes offer new opportunities: the perception of 
the modern emerges from a new relationship between viewer and viewed.31 
However, at the same time the new webs of social relations become so com-
plex that an aesthetic analysis of macro-social structures following classi-
cal-universal patterns seems no longer possible. Under these circumstances 
the experience of modernity results in disenchantment, in new forms of 
mystifi cation, or simply in fragmentation, alienation and derangement.32 
Having lost the capacity to make universal claims, we turn our attention to 
smaller scale social realities, as discussed in the work of Walter Benjamin, 
or as exemplifi ed by Rilke’s and Kafka’s aesthetic change of perspective. But 
this is not the only possible response to the experience of modernity. As the 
“moment of picture-making” described by Clark demonstrates, modernism 
is not necessarily a pessimistic reaction to the experience of change. On the 
philosophical and symbolic level, the aesthetic challenge is often perceived 
as a new beginning and a radical break with the past, a language which 
attracted thinkers of the Right as well as of the Left. Thus, the idiom of 
modernism gave expression to a wide range of revolutionary expectations, 
which marked the modern age.33

The European experience of modernity gave rise to multiple modern-
isms. The engagement with and assimilation of modernism in the arts 
implies that recipients undertake subjective appropriations of the modern-
isms circulating in Europe, depending upon the particular socio-political 
context in which modernity is experienced. Esra Akcan speaks in this con-
text about translation, a conceptual framework pointing to “interaction” 
as well as to “mutual dependence” between different national contexts. The 
trans-nationality of both modernity and modernism continuously produces 
“new hybrids and dialectical relations,” with the result that “the defi nition 
of the local is always in fl ux.”34 Modernism was international and trans-
national, but did not speak a single language, even when it was concerned 
with the same object of symbolic representation: the same modern opera or 
style could have different meanings depending upon the social context of 
its location. More specifi cally, in Bologna in 1871 the music of Lohengrin 
represented a stronger “antithesis” of the past than was the case in Ger-
many or France, where by that time the repertoire had already evolved in 
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a different direction. The perceived modernist content is always dependent 
on the specifi c context of reception. Ernst Bloch’s concept of Ungleichze-
itigkeit or non-synchronicity, as well as recent work on metamorphoric 
modernism (Russia), provincial modernities (Hamburg) or multiple and/or 
alternative modernities (in the case of Fascist Italy or Latin-America), pres-
ents similar phenomena.35

MODERNISM AND CONFLICT

In Italy the change of perspective was linked to the growing socio-political 
confl ict which marked the Italian experience of modernity. The following 
sections of the conclusions present an epilogue, discussing the social, politi-
cal and institutional crisis in Italy since the turn of the century in order to 
assess its impact on the politics of culture and on municipal identities. Giolit-
ti’s governments and the reliance of Vittorio Emanuele III on parliamentary 
methods before World War I brought a period of political consolidation, 
which coincided with the reform of the banking system, the emergence of 
the Genoa-Milan-Turin “industrial triangle,” the growth of income and the 
pacifi cation of labour confl icts.36 For Italy this was a missed opportunity. 
Italian intervention in World War I not only divided Italian society, it also 
proved to be a turning point in the relationship between Italians and the 
State.37 It was the beginning of the end of the parliamentary system. Social-
ists and Catholics found new reasons to question the legitimacy of the State. 
Meanwhile, they were divided about which political groups to collaborate 
with or whether to collaborate at all. In this situation, despite the fact that 
Italy found itself on the winning side of World War I, it was easy for the new 
forces of reaction to destroy the liberal-democratic state.

Obviously, modernist aesthetics cannot be seen as instrumental to or 
as a by-product of the consolidation of liberal democracy. Some theorists 
even argue the opposite, questioning the legacy of the Enlightenment and 
maintaining that the modern condition was founded upon the link between 
reason and terror. The Italian quartet of modernism, futurism, intervention-
ism and Fascism seems to refl ect these complexities. However, such views 
are often based on a reductive understanding of the Enlightenment, which 
paved the way for various possibilities, including totalitarian as well as 
emancipatory social models. The aesthetic expressions of the modern expe-
rience were as heterogeneous as modernity itself, serving multiple political 
and ideological ends, which changed over time. Therefore, it does not seem 
surprising that throughout the Age of Extremes modernist aesthetics fea-
tured both in totalitarian regimes and in democratic societies. As Adrian 
Lyttelton has argued, one should keep in mind that “Fascism was, after all, 
more characteristic of an age than of any one nation or people.”38

Analysing the modernism of Fascist Italy would require a different book 
on a topic which is no longer neglected.39 Nevertheless, in order to understand 
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the changing context of Italian modernism around the turn of the century, 
this book must close with an analysis of the circumstances which led to the 
collapse of the liberal institutions. While throughout the book Bologna has 
served in the main as a case study of Italy’s socio-political transformation 
since Unifi cation, in the conclusions the focus on Bologna is particularly justi-
fi ed by the exemplary character of local events for developments in Italy as 
a whole. Bologna was the fi rst city in which Fascism removed a democratic 
administration, two years before the March on Rome; and nowhere did the 
collapse of the liberal regime generate a higher degree of violence than in 
Emilia Romagna.

SOCIAL CRISIS

What were the circumstances under which liberal democracy collapsed in 
Bologna? As explained in chapter 1, until the late 1880s the region largely 
maintained its pre-modern structures in agriculture and Bologna could 
hardly compete with the international trend towards capitalist and mecha-
nised farming methods. The agrarian crisis encouraged a diversifi cation of 
the regional economy, but the Bolognese had to start from such a low level 
of industrialisation that even during the Giolittian years only 10% of the 
population worked in the industrial sector.40 Although Bologna itself pro-
duced virtually nothing for the national or international market, products 
from outside the region increasingly arrived in the region’s urban centres, 
putting the prices paid for local products under pressure. Meanwhile, an 
oversupply of labour resulted in extremely low salaries and a hesitant tech-
nological modernisation.41 During the economic crisis of the early 1890s 
day-labourers were the fi rst to suffer. The average number of working days 
went down to about a hundred and twenty days per year, and in bad years 
it would fall still lower. In 1902 the average labourer found eighty-six days 
of employment with wages well below those of the 1870s.42 Their lives 
were characterised by grinding poverty, with a majority of families sleep-
ing all year in stables side by side with animals which were not even their 
own. The low level of income made any provisioning for the winter impos-
sible. Paternalistic forms of assistance, as advocated by Moderate Liberals 
and Catholics, could no longer ease the misery of large sections of the rural 
population. Even the prefects, who tended to blame the Socialists for pro-
test and violence, admitted that the landowners did too little to improve 
the redistribution of profi ts.43 Instead, as Anthony Cardoza writes, “Bolo-
gna’s elite of large landowners and commercial farmers took the lead in 
creating strong employer associations,” providing the personnel and the 
ideas for the agrarian interest organizations that arose at the start of the 
new century.44

Bologna, as the urban centre of a huge agricultural, non-industrialised 
region, felt the pressure of this crisis more acutely than most Italian cities. 
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Faced with hunger and bad weather conditions, the rural proletariat fl ed 
the countryside, hoping to fi nd occasional employment in the urban centres. 
The municipal administrations created some jobs through public works, 
but were unable to provide solutions. The entire region was shaken by 
strikes and protests, resulting in violent confrontations with the police dur-
ing which even women and children were among those arrested. Bologna’s 
economic, social and political crisis became a matter of national concern.45 
During the years between 1888 and 1897 the province saw thirty-seven 
strikes, amounting to a total of 178 days of industrial action and involving 
at least 20,000 workers. In 1901 alone twenty-six peasant strikes involved 
a total of 17,478 workers.46 The province came close to social collapse.

Confronted with the escalation of the social question and the growing 
strength of the Labour Movement, Nationalism and Catholicism furnished 
the Bolognese with the framework for a new form of Conservatism, which 
had little in common with Cavour’s or Minghetti’s Moderate Liberalism.47 
Given that the region’s fi rst phase of industrialisation had been almost 
entirely based on the agrarian sector, the new economic elites were still 
agrarians, even if they now used capitalist methods to exploit their proper-
ties. In their eyes the Democratic middle class was politically discredited 
by their local alliances with the Extreme Left. This hindered attempts of 
social pacifi cation as encouraged by Giolitti. The Nationalists represented 
agrarian-capitalist interests, while forming a powerful instrument of pro-
paganda to recruit broader sections of society. Understood as a modern 
form of Risorgimento irredentism, Nationalism was able to attract intel-
lectuals and parts of the local student population, which had previously 
sympathised with Socialism and Radicalism. Meanwhile, they recognised 
in the Church a bulwark against Socialism, enabling them to integrate 
important sections of Catholics into the nation’s political life.48 Under Pope 
Pio X political Catholicism became a reactionary and conservative force, 
very different from Romolo Murri’s efforts to create a Christian Democ-
racy. Under pressure from the organisational advance of the Freethinkers, 
who during these years held international meetings in Rome, Bologna and 
Milan,49 the pope eliminated any progressive tendencies inside the organi-
sation of the Church. The Unione elettorale cattolica italiana under the 
leadership of Count Ottorino Gentiloni found a new social base among 
rural workers, the petite bourgeoisie and primary-school teachers. Recog-
nising Liberalism’s failures to drive a wedge between the lower classes 
and the Socialists and Radicals, Liberals, Catholics and Nationalists were 
forced into a new alliance.

AN ITALIAN EMPIRE

In 1911 the principal voice of propaganda for the Associazione Nazional-
ista Bolognese became the newspaper La Nuova Italia. A similar line was 
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taken by Il Resto del Carlino, a paper owned since 1909 by a consortium 
of local Agrarians, who subscribed to the alliance between Catholicism 
and Nationalism.50 Since the Abyssinian War of 1895–96 Italy’s national 
question had been linked to colonial ambitions, the idea of completing the 
Risorgimento through territorial aggrandisement in Africa being seen as 
a way to compensate for the disillusionment associated with Unifi cation. 
An earlier form of colonialism found expression in the activities of the 
Società Geografi ca Italiana, founded in 1867 to pursue predominantly 
political and military interests, with academic geographers representing 
only 11% of its members.51 In Bologna the writer and journalist Alfredo 
Oriani (1852–1909) became an important supporter of these ideas, declar-
ing in local coffee-houses or in the pages of Panzacchi’s Roman newspa-
per Nabab that Italy needed colonial expansion as a “test” to prepare the 
nation for an even bigger confl ict, which would eventually enhance Italy’s 
prestige as a great power in Europe.52 Colonial war became the continua-
tion of the nation’s Risorgimento.53 Dropping their old battle-cry “Roma o 
Morte,” the new “Garibaldini del Mare” suddenly became knights of the 
pope, crusaders, fi ghting in the name of “Christian-Latin civilization.”54 
Ancient imperial Rome provided the nation with a recipe for survival. For 
Bologna’s nationalist councillors the Italian blood shed in Africa was “holy 
and fertile for the fatherland’s future.”55 Thus, the Libyan War anticipated 
the Italians’ experience of the Great War.

Bologna’s Conservative council majority was gripped by a new patriotic 
and imperial fervour. Municipal employees volunteering for the Red Cross 
in Africa continued to be paid during their mission; the council contributed 
10,000 Lire to the development of a national air force;56 and the appoint-
ment of Carducci’s successor as chair of Italian literature became a search 
for a bard of war: Giovanni Pascoli. According to the mayor, his words 
gave notice to Europe of Italy’s “right and its mission, . . . writing the chant 
of our victory, the hymn of our resurgent patriotic greatness.”57 The thou-
sands of civilian deaths, the air raids against villages and the deportation of 
thousands of Arabs to Southern Italy found no echo in the mayor’s words. 
Only the Socialists were uneasy about Pascoli’s appointment. They inter-
rupted the council meeting, shouting “down with the war!” and describing 
the Libyan campaign as a “mad enterprise . . . and a return to barbarism,” 
contradicting the most basic principles of civilisation.58

INTERNATIONALISM

Hence, nationalism and imperialism were far from capturing all sections 
of Italian society. Traditionally, “anticolonialismo” had been stronger in 
Italy than in most parts of Europe, starting with opposition to Crispi’s 
policy in Ethiopia, some years earlier. During the defeat of Amba Alagi 
and the disaster of Adowa 7000 Italian soldiers had been killed, which was 
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about as many as during all three wars of liberation. The events were fol-
lowed by demonstrations all over the country, with people from very dif-
ferent social backgrounds screaming “Abasso Crispi! Viva Menelik!”59 
While parts of the Catholic spectrum recognised in the colonial defeat 
a revenge for the injustice on which the Italian kingdom was founded, 
many Radicals and the Socialists understood imperialism as a contradic-
tion of their Mazzinian and internationalist beliefs. Crispi’s departure 
after nearly half a century at the centre of Italian politics was to a large 
extent a consequence of not only the failure, but also the unpopularity 
of his colonial policy.

Socialism offered many Italians solutions to the crisis of the fi ne sec-
olo, attracting in particular the younger generation. Contrary to most 
European workers’ parties at the time, Italian Socialism was still to some 
extent rooted in anarchism, and therefore implied a profound aversion 
to the state.60 However, the principal background to the growth of inter-
nationalism and Socialism in the region were the dramatic social condi-
tions of the rural proletariat. In November 1901 the representatives of 
eight hundred leagues, representing 152,122 members, assembled for 
the fi rst time at a national congress of agricultural workers in Bolo-
gna. The Romagna was one of the movement’s strongholds, with eighty 
different leagues representing 11,399 labourers.61 In the course of that 
year Italy had witnessed a total of 629 agricultural strikes, amounting 
to 2,931,766 lost working days. In response to the unrest the farmers 
reduced rice production by about 50%, replacing it with labour-saving 
crops. The same logic led them to intensify mechanisation, in order to 
undermine the position of the peasant leagues. A web of new organisa-
tions under the leadership of Count Giovanni Enrico Sturani and Mar-
quis Giuseppe Tanari started defending their interests and imposing 
coordinated labour contracts on the rural population. As a local agrar-
ian committee stated in a document, “machines were introduced prin-
cipally to avert strikes.” According to the Federconsorzi, “two years of 
strikes have been more valuable [for the spread of agricultural machines] 
than twenty years of technical propaganda.”62

The modernisation of the agrarian economy failed to halt the advance 
of the Left. In 1892 Italy had introduced uninominal elections for par-
liament, which assigned thirty-nine seats to Emilia Romagna. Initially, 
twenty-six Liberals sat alongside thirteen representatives of the Extreme 
Left (Radicals, Republicans, Socialists). Over the following elections 
the Liberals gradually lost ground and by 1900 the groups’ respective 
strength was reversed, with only thirteen Liberals elected alongside 
twenty-six successful candidates of the Extreme Left (including eleven 
Socialists).63 While most mezzadri of the Romagna voted for the Repub-
licans, braccianti tended to support the Socialists. The Republicans, 
who traditionally had been strong, lost ground to the Socialists and the 
Nationalists. In the parliamentary elections of 1904 the entire zone of 
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the plains was won by the Socialists and only two out of eight seats went 
to the Liberals.64 In 1912, more than forty years after Germany, Italy 
fi nally introduced universal manhood suffrage. This strengthened the 
Extreme Left, but also altered the balance between Radicals, Repub-
licans and Socialists. While in 1903 Giolitti still favoured Bologna’s 
alliance between Democrats, Republicans and Socialists, from now on, 
confronted with the growing impact of the Socialists, Giolitti attempted 
to form a Liberal bloc which would unite the Right with the Democrats. 
However, in the national election of 1913 Bologna’s Socialists gained 
15,098 votes, against 13,183 votes for all the other parties. In reaction 
to these results, the local government resigned. In the subsequent local 
election the PSI gained 12,689 votes against 11,370 votes for the Liberal-
Catholic list and 1,473 votes for the Radicals.65 Speaking of “Bologna la 
rossa” no longer referred to the city’s traditional use of red bricks, but to 
the political orientation of the majority of its inhabitants.

MUNICIPAL SOCIALISM

In June 1914, on the day of the local elections, armed troops opened fi re 
against a non-authorised anti-war demonstration in Ancona and killed 
two people. The Chamber of Labour declared an open-ended strike; trade 
unions and the Socialist party organised manifestations. In Bologna and 
the Romagna insurrections led to occupations of public offi ces and train 
stations, and to the capture of offi cers and civil servants. A Republic was 
proclaimed, although it was to prove short-lived. In disagreement over 
the meaning of these events and the direction to take, trade unions and 
the party lost control of the situation, but Mussolini, through the par-
ty’s offi cial organ Avanti!, welcomed the violent confrontation with the 
state. The settimana rossa in Romagna “represents the culmination of 
social dissidence against the liberal state” and the “last great proof” of the 
region’s subversive strength.66 This was the climate in which the middle 
class perceived the Socialist victories in Bologna, Milan and many other 
towns of the North. The commemoration of the victims of the settimana 
rossa was one of the fi rst initiatives of Bologna’s new council majority.67 
The events overshadowed the Austrian ultimatum of 1914, of which Italy 
was informed only retrospectively, freeing it from any obligation towards 
the purely defensive Triple Alliance. Instead of joining the Central Powers, 
nine months after the start of the confl ict Italy entered the war on the side 
of the Entente.

With a university degree and as the owner of a small pharmaceuti-
cal company, Bologna’s fi rst Socialist mayor Francesco Zanardi him-
self belonged to the middle class, but in the new municipal council he 
was surrounded by twenty-one blue-collar- and fi ve white-collar work-
ers, who shared their seats with seventeen representatives of the liberal 
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professions, three businessmen and two accountants. The nobility was 
no longer represented. For the Catholic Avvenire Bologna had fallen 
“under the hegemony of illiteracy and the Chamber of Labour.”68 “Let’s 
occupy the communes” had been Andrea Costa’s answer to the attempts 
to outlaw Socialism. Thus, “municipal socialism” became a signifi -
cant step towards gaining power at the national level. As Fabio Rugge 
has outlined, this experience was not just a specifi c form of Socialism, 
but also a model of administration.69 Their main agenda consisted in 
changes to local taxes, the municipalisation of services, the formation 
of cooperatives for public works as well as support for the organisations 
of the Labour movement. Bologna’s public bread factory was described 
as “a true monument of this new civilisation.”70 In order to cover their 
expenditure the Socialist administration did not increase taxes on con-
sumption, as previous local governments had done, but taxes on prop-
erty—according to the opposition a measure aimed at “increasing taxes 
above revenue,” thus destroying income and corroding capital.71

THE WAR

The Romagna had long been seen as a region populated by violent, vin-
dictive and impulsive people of backward mentality, a stereotype regu-
larly evoked in the national press, but also cultivated in the region’s own 
literature, in poetry written in local dialect and popular vaudevilles. 
World War I allowed the people of the Romagna to present their sup-
posed ruthlessness in a positive light, contributing to the defence of the 
fatherland. Sacrifi ce for the Great War offered an opportunity to par-
ticipate in the nation’s resurgence.72 Meanwhile, however, Bologna also 
became known as an important centre of Syndicalist and anti-interven-
tionist activity.73

In August 1914 the council voted unanimously to subscribe to the 
Società Dante Aligheri, “supporting the fi ght for the propagation of the 
Italian language and hindering the Slavifi cation and Germanisation of 
Italian territories.” However, a debate on subsidies for Belgian refugees 
evolved into a discussion about a possible Italian intervention in favour 
of “[our] French brothers.”74 Despite the Socialists’ offi cial anti-interven-
tionist position, the mayor commemorated the Italian volunteers fallen in 
France as proletarian internationalists, paying tribute to a “Garibaldian 
tradition” and “fertilizing with proletarian blood the justice of labour!”75 
Throughout the war the Socialists’ anti-militarist stance—contrasting 
with the attitudes of most other Socialist parties in Europe—was at the 
centre of local political debate. Because the Socialists formed the local 
government, the issue was to prove highly contentious, causing more 
heated debate than elsewhere in Italy. Meanwhile, many interventionists 
also saw themselves as revolutionaries, hoping that war would create the 
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conditions for a social and political revolution.76 As a Socialist island in 
a country increasingly divided on the issue of the war the municipality 
was determined to take the lead in formulating the Left’s opposition to 
an Italian intervention:

As Socialists we do not believe in a war of emancipation and we think 
that militarism will grow even stronger after the war, among both the 
defeated and the victors. Awaiting further developments, we confi rm 
our faith in the Workers’ International; . . . In case the fatherland needs 
us to defend our borders we will do our duty. After that we will rejoin 
the path which leads to holier and more humane claims.77

The war cost the lives of 578,000 Italian soldiers, not counting victims 
among civilians. 500,000 soldiers returned home wounded. Tens of thou-
sands of cases of tuberculosis were registered, largely attributable to the 
physical exhaustion of the population and comparable to the impact of 
the “Spanish infl uenza” at the end of 1918. The ratio of deaths to births 
among the civilian population exceeded the pre-war years by 600,000. 
The total cost of the war has been estimated at 148 billion Lire, twice 
the sum of the entire government expenditure between 1861 and 1913.78 
To a large extent it was fi nanced by infl ation, with devastating conse-
quences for the economy and large parts of the population. Meanwhile, 
the war was a period of Labour protest in Italy, expressing discontent 
not only about the social conditions of the urban masses, but also about 
the sacrifi ce they had to make for a war with which many Italians did 
not identify. For Italy the war brought a period of phenomenal expan-
sion in industrial production, making Fiat the leading vehicle producer in 
Europe and creating an army which had more cannons in the fi eld than 
Britain and an aircraft industry which started from scratch to become a 
major exporter.79 Although based on a large state bureaucracy, industrial 
demand produced a technological revolution, which can at least partly be 
explained by the fact that the country did not possess coal and had only 
limited access to raw materials. While industrial profi ts reached unprec-
edented levels, the factory workers, often supervised by armed soldiers, 
witnessed a decline in their purchasing power and an increase in working 
hours to seventy-fi ve a week.80 Figures for Turin and Milan reveal that 
households had to rely on at least two wage earners to cover the expenses 
for basic necessities. Despite that, consumption of calories fell dramati-
cally during the war and the housing shortage remained acute. In Social-
ist Bologna 15,000 relatives of soldiers were entitled to bread, fl our and 
other subsidies; many women without regular occupation found work in 
the arsenals.81 Apart from rationing, the municipality took drastic mea-
sures to improve the living conditions of the masses, including the requi-
sitioning of basic consumer goods from manufacturers and warehouses 
in an attempt to regulate prices.82 The harsh winter of 1916–17 provoked 
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widespread popular discontent, in particular among women. Increasingly, 
the war was seen in terms of class confl ict, fought with proletarian blood 
in the interests of industry and capital.

WAGNER, VERDI AND THE WAR

In 1901, the year of Verdi’s death, Bologna had been acclaimed in the 
international press for a spectacular Traviata and for a Rigoletto featur-
ing Enrico Caruso. However, in 1913 Bologna decided to celebrate Wag-
ner’s rather than Verdi’s centenary. The mayor and the administration 
discussed plans for another great performance of Rigoletto, but were 
unable to fi nd an appropriate cast.83 A few days after the Italian pre-
miere of Parsifal, discussed in the previous chapter, a committee of local 
Wagnerians, supported by the Liberal councillor and senator Enrico 
Pini, proposed the commissioning of a new plaque to be located under 
the theatre’s portico, commemorating the Italian premieres of all Wag-
ner operas, clearly aimed at underlining Bologna’s leadership in Italian 
Wagnerism. A letter—written in poor Italian and signed by 112 citi-
zens—protested in no uncertain terms against this “plaque for Vagner” 
[sic], urged Bologna to look to its “artistic and national honour,” and 
reminded the city of its duty to avoid such an offence “against the very 
patriotic Verdi in the year of his centennial anniversary.” It concluded 
by asking for “a last blow to be struck against the camorra which infects 
Bologna’s musical environment.”84 Despite this counter-petition, the 
Wagnerians lost no time in informing the mayor that the subscription 
for the plaque was complete and that the funds for its installation were 
now available. In order to avoid a desecration of the plaque during the 
war against Germany, the municipality suggested locating the inscrip-
tion inside the theatre rather than under the portico. However, the local 
Wagnerians took umbrage and the project stalled once again.85

The 1914 autumn season opened with Meyerbeer’s L’Africaine, fol-
lowed by Catalani’s “Germanic” Loreley. But once Italy had entered 
the war only Italian operas were performed: Rossini, Donizetti, Puc-
cini—and fi nally in 1918 two operas by Verdi, Aida and La Traviata.86 
Puccini played a role in representing “the nation in arms,” with a com-
mittee of volunteers organising fourteen performances of Tosca and La 
Bohème to collect money for local war orphans. However, the Italian 
premiere of La rondine, in 1915, was met with harsh criticism from 
the press.87 As early as 1920, Wagner was back on the bill. The autumn 
season opened once again with Lohengrin.88 Shortly after, the Wagne-
rians reminded the mayor of the abandoned project for their plaque and 
fi nally, in November 1920, the proposal was approved—not by a Social-
ist council majority, but under the Fascist giunta which in the meantime 
had taken power.89
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SOCIALIST CULTURE

Despite their recurrent criticism of the theatre’s “aristocratic” tradition, the 
Socialists recognised the importance of the city’s musical life, looking for 
ways to assimilate it to their own political programme. Some of the new 
Socialist councillors, like the journalist and music critic Francesco Tonolla, 
were experts in the fi eld, and did all they could both to preserve and to 
reform Bologna’s musical institutions.90 Busoni’s attempts to reform the 
Liceo Musicale were thus backed by the Socialists, “because a feeling for 
the arts exists and vibrates even among the most humble people . . . ; music 
had a great infl uence on the national resurgence and hopefully will also 
have the virtue of creating feelings of love and fraternity between different 
peoples.”91 For Concerti Popolari the municipality opened the theatre free 
of charge.92 The Socialists supported the restoration of the Liceo, installed 
fi re and burglar alarms in its library, and launched a new annual piano 
competition, the prize of the “Fondazione Mugellini.” After Tonolla’s 
death the municipality established a prize in his memory.93 Two council-
lors of working-class background, who, according to the mayor, “were not 
without artistic intuition,” were appointed members of the Deputazione.94 
In accordance with government policy, the theatre stayed open for most 
of the war, despite falling audiences and growing fi nancial diffi culties.95 
At the end of the war the Socialist municipality addressed the problem of 
the private theatre boxes. By 1918 the market value of a box was down to 
about 5,500 Lire. Considering the number of seats available in a private 
box and the general demand for tickets, the municipality could redeem the 
acquisition of private boxes without diffi culty.96

In 1919 the municipality also started discussing the construction of a 
“Popular Theatre.”97 Following a proposal from a private investor, the 
“Society for Theatre and Entertainment” presented an idea which the 
giunta took as a basis to develop its concept of a Socialist cultural pol-
icy, so as “to offer the people better opportunities to attend theatrical and 
musical performances” and to create a stage for its children’s theatre, the 
“Teatro dei Piccoli.” Socialist municipal policy was meant to be technologi-
cally advanced, leading the administration in 1920 to install théâtrophones 
for the transmission of performances from the Liceo and the Comunale.98 
Compared to even medium-sized European cities, Bologna was several 
decades late in adopting the technology, but it was the Socialist administra-
tion which undertook the necessary investments.

Public space became Socialist. The conservative council majority had 
dedicated fi ve streets to the Libyan War, creating the “quartiere libico.” In 
secret initiatives the names of these streets were soon replaced by others, 
intended to commemorate fallen soldiers as well as men “valuable to the 
Socialist party.”99 The Socialist administration took up this idea, naming 
streets after local politicians, popular writers and the heroes of the Risor-
gimento—Giuseppe Ceneri, Edmondo de Amicis, Felice Cavallotti. “Carlo 
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Marx” also got a street within the very fi rst year of the Socialist administra-
tion.100 In 1914 the council commemorated Jean Jaurès and August Bebel, the 
former for “defending the principles of the Socialist International,” the latter 
as the “Red Kaiser.” After the war the administration named streets after 
“Giovanni Jaurès” and Andrea Costa, the fi rst Socialist member of parlia-
ment.101 However, in many respects Bologna’s Socialists were less dogmatic 
in the representation of the past than the post-Risorgimento Democrats and 
Republicans, anti-clericals like Carducci or Panzacchi had been. In 1915 the 
Socialist administration named several streets after local artists from the 
communal period, such as Lorenzo Costa, who had decorated the famous 
Salone dei mesi in Ferrara and died in Bologna at the time of the Black Death, 
or Jacopo della Quercia, who had been in the employ of the cathedral of San 
Petronio. They also considered artists of the later period, who had worked 
for the Papal regime: Elisabetta Sirani, a female painter of the seventeenth 
century; Alessandro Menganti, who in the sixteenth century sculpted Bolo-
gna’s famous statue of Pope Gregorio XIII; and Michele Angelo Colonna, 
who decorated parts of the town hall during the seventeenth century.102 Pre-
vious generations of anti-clerical councillors had refused to commemorate 
these artists, tainted by their association with the Papal government, and 
had sought to create a “modern” city by cleansing public space of religious 
references. In August 1917 the municipality welcomed an offi cial delegation 
of the Russian “Soviet,” an event perceived as an international recognition of 
Bologna’s model for Socialism. Workers marched in solidarity with the Rus-
sian guests and several thousand delegates of the local Labour organisations 
assembled for the occasion in the Teatro Comunale, which Zanardi, not long 
before, had denounced as an aristocratic theatre.103

Bologna saw itself as the prototype of municipal socialism. Popular 
libraries and evening schools became a priority for the Socialist budget.104 
Events like May Day assumed an offi cial character, a showcase for the 
Socialist movement elsewhere in Italy, but a violation of the monarchical 
principle for the opposition, which branded such events anti-constitutional. 
To the horror of the Liberal councillor Perozzi even teachers at the local 
primary schools participated with their pupils in the parade, “a day of sor-
row and anguish for all who share a vivid sense of the people’s unity.”105 
For the opposition,

a municipality which declares itself against the constitution ceases to act 
as a municipality of the state: it becomes a body politic in itself, which 
separates itself from the national body politic. . . . You set the Republi-
can municipality against the Monarchical state; you set Bologna against 
Italy. . . . This is a most disgraceful act of revolution!106

For councillor Perozzi a Socialist could no longer be considered Italian. 
But as Zanardi argued, under these circumstances neither Garibaldi, nor 
Mazzini and Saffi  would count as Italians.107
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REACTION

After the war municipal Socialism had precious little time to consolidate 
itself in Bologna. The war left the workers more conscious of their rights, 
the Liberals divided and the Socialists isolated by their decision not to con-
tribute to a stable majority in parliament.108 The elections of November 
1919 were probably the most democratic in the kingdom’s history, a con-
sequence of the new electoral system and of the government’s decision not 
to manipulate the election. For the fi rst time the composition of parliament 
seemed to refl ect the country’s political diversity. However, the result made 
it impossible to form a majority and to establish parliamentary control of 
government. The elections were a fi asco for the liberal forces which had 
governed the country since Unifi cation, but they did not offer any viable 
alternatives ether. The Socialists, as the biggest group, won 156 out of 508 
seats, the Catholics 100. Stable coalitions became impossible. Almost two 
thirds of those elected had no previous parliamentary experience.109

In Emilia Romagna the conservative-agrarian forces had to enlarge the 
basis of their alliance. As a consequence of the interventionist campaign 
Nationalism had gained new support. Enthusiasm for Italy’s moral renewal 
through war was popular among sections of the lower classes and the petite 
bourgeoisie, as well as in certain intellectual circles.110 The fasci included 
workers as well as intellectuals, artists associated with the avant-garde 
as well as young reserve offi cers, referred to by Mussolini as “trenchoc-
racy.”111 They also recruited veterans with a rural background, who after 
their return from the front were unable to reintegrate into a world on the 
verge of disappearing. In cities like Milan and Bologna students and also 
small shopkeepers, opposed to the Socialists’ social and fi scal policy, were 
attracted to the new political milieu of the Fascists. The movement included 
Republicans, Monarchists, Catholics, former Radicals as well as former 
Socialists, who were disappointed with their party’s pacifi sm.112 For many 
of them the lodestar was not Benito Mussolini but Gabriele D’Annunzio, 
hailed by General Pietro Badoglio as the “new Garibaldi.”113 As Lyttelton 
explains, “the open-ended character of Fascist ideology, in contrast to the 
coherence of the Nationalists, facilitated the winning of converts.”114

Until 1921 Bologna was the province with the second largest member-
ship in Fascist organisations. Local Fascism was characterised by a rela-
tively low proportion of rural and industrial workers, but a high proportion 
of employees, sharecroppers and students.115 According to Mussolini, the 
fasci di combattimento were “armed groups composed of 200–250 tried 
and tested and well-armed individuals,” with an unambiguously subver-
sive, putschist, revolutionary function.116 Backed by nationalist students 
and parts of the urban middle classes, they were in general fi nanced by the 
region’s agricultural entrepreneurs, who later formed the upper echelons of 
the Fascist Federazione italiana sindacati agricoltori, born in Bologna in 
1922.117 The agricultural elites viewed the takeover as a Fascist restoration 
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of the state or, in Gramsci’s words, as identical with the “legalisation of vio-
lence.”118 Before it came to this, the advance of “municipal Socialism” was 
confi rmed by the administrative elections of October and November 1920, 
which took place in an atmosphere marked by the agricultural strikes and 
the occupation of the factories a few weeks earlier. Armed intervention of 
the fasci during the electoral campaign was widespread.119 Membership in 
the National Federation of Agricultural Workers had risen to 845,635, with 
Emilia the strongest regional organisation and Bologna the second strongest 
provincial affi liation after Ferrara.120 Nationally, 2022 out of 8327 munici-
palities and 26 out of 69 provinces elected Socialist majorities. In Emilia 
seven out of eight provincial councils and 65% of the communes became 
Socialist. In the town councils of Genoa, Naples, Messina and Palermo the 
PSI managed to further increase their seats. Milan, Bologna, Livorno, Turin, 
Venice and Florence were governed by Socialists. “Socialism had become 
the sum of several thousand local Socialisms.” (Angelo Tasca)121

A soon as the red fl ags were waved from the balconies of the town halls 
political reaction assumed a new quality. It was in Bologna, on 21 Novem-
ber 1920, that Fascism for the fi rst time eliminated a democratically elected 
government.122 During the inauguration of the new administration, when 
the Socialist mayor Ennio Gnudi addressed the citizenry outside the town 
hall, the Fascist militia, supported by parts of the police, entered the square 
and started shooting. From a window of the town hall a bomb was thrown 
into the crowd, killing nine people and leaving more than fi fty injured—all 
of them Socialists. Inside the town hall the Nationalist councillor Giordani 
was shot dead. The massacre of Palazzo D’Accursio marked the end of 
Bologna’s socialismo municipale. The democratically elected council was 
suspended and the administration replaced by a prefectural commissioner. 
Within a few weeks, the Fascists took all the major towns along the old Via 
Emilia: Modena, Reggio Emilia, Parma, Cremona, Pavia. From Ferrara 
they moved north in the direction of Mantova, and through the Veneto, 
taking Rovigo, Padova, Verona, Vicenza. Similar moves followed in Tus-
cany and Umbria. Everywhere the premises of the Camera del Lavoro were 
burned down. Case del popolo and the headquarters of peasant leagues 
were destroyed and later taken over by the Fascist organisations them-
selves. Leaders of the Left were murdered, executed by Fascist militia men, 
who were paid 20 or 30 Lire per day. Depending on the different locali-
ties, between 53 and 72% of the funding for the Fascist militia came from 
industrial, agrarian and other business organisations.123

Italian Fascism was grounded in economic interests as well as in the new 
context of nationalist ideology which emerged with the campaign for inter-
vention in the war. However, in order to understand the direction which 
Fascist violence took we have to take into account the role of municipal 
institutions, traditions and politics in fostering the identity of Italians since 
Unifi cation. The example of Bologna shows that the democratically elected 
Socialist administrations and the success of socialismo municipale were the 
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main target of the Fascist assault, despite Fascism’s agrarian background. 
Liberal Italy struggled to establish a cultura nazionale after Unifi cation, 
which would have allowed Italians to identify themselves with the nation-
state. However, there existed in Italy a cultura municipale, which was the 
source of a positive civic identity, creating a strong link between the urban 
selves and the liberal-democratic institutions of the municipalities. This 
was not the case everywhere in Italy; but where these bonds existed, they 
were also the result of a municipal politics of culture since Unifi cation, 
which had fostered a sense of identity and which corresponded to the tradi-
tion of l’Italia delle cento città. Italy’s Socialismo municipale was rooted 
in these traditions. Therefore, in order to conquer Italy, the Fascists had to 
start with the cities, even if the Labour confl icts at the time to a large extent 
involved the countryside.

The 1925 meeting of the Italian Society for the progress of science (Sips) 
took place in Bologna and was inaugurated by Mussolini. On this occasion 
he confi rmed the new regime’s commitment to modern scientifi c research:

I need science. . . . Science has to tell me if there is an even stronger 
poison gas and, in particular, what is to be done to fi ght the others’ gas. 
You have seen the development of chemistry during the last war. . . . 
Science confronts me with many problems, which are linked to funda-
mental phenomena of physical life, for obvious reasons.124

The rector of the university, Pasquale Sfameni, welcomed the fact that 
“Mussolini has adopted a principle of ancient philosophy—the link 
between political power and science . . . the union between knowledge and 
action.”125 Given its ancient academic tradition, Bologna had no diffi culty 
defi ning its role in relation to these new challenges of the modern world, 
thereby seemingly confi rming the racialising stereotypes of another “reac-
tionary modernist,” Werner Sombart, who said of the Italians’ national 
character: “mediterraneans are quicker to make up their minds, but also 
quicker to come to an agreement with one another and to commit them-
selves to action in common.”126
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