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The military ossuaries (sacrari militari) that were built to house the remains of fallen
soldiers of the First World War offer a striking example of how Italy has dealt with the
legacy of Fascism. Located along former frontlines in north-eastern Italy, the ossuaries
occupy an ambiguous position in Italian heritage as both national monuments and the
remnants of a difficult past. Whereas originally they functioned as instruments of Fascist
propaganda, they have been reinvented as monuments of Republican Italy. Thus, while
challenging the notion of Fascist remains as ‘difficult heritage’, this article suggests that
the ossuaries might be seen as palimpsests that have been overlaid with different and
ever-changing memories. To this end, the article traces the afterlives of ossuaries from
1945 to the present in search of evidence of evolving attitudes towards the Fascist period.
It also examines a recent resurgence of public interest in the ossuaries in conjunction with
the centenary of the First World War.
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Introduction

For postwar Italy, the process of negotiating the legacies of Fascism has been both volatile and
multifaceted. This is evidenced by the treatment of the military ossuaries, or bone depositories,
which were created under the Fascist regime to house the bodies of fallen soldiers of the First
World War. Built in 1929–1939 close to the former frontlines of north-eastern Italy and present-
day Slovenia, the ossuaries were steeped in the symbols of Fascist nationalism, militarism, and
imperialism. Having lost their original purpose as carriers of Fascist propaganda, they now hold an
awkward position as national monuments and elements of a history that can prompt uncomfortable
memories. In that they function both as memorials to the fallen and as remnants of Mussolini’s
regime, they reflect ambiguities inherent in Italy’s handling of the legacy of Fascism. Moreover, as
part of Italy’s centennial commemorations of the First World War, the ossuaries have recently
been returned to a position of prominence. For example, in the midst of struggles to form a new
government in April 2018, it was politically expedient for Matteo Salvini, leader of La Lega and
soon to be Deputy Prime Minister, to visit the ossuary at Redipuglia (1938) with ‘a prayer for the
young men who fell… to defend… the borders and the future of their children’.1 Other ossuaries
have been used to accommodate centennial rituals, and some are undergoing restoration work that
is funded by the state.

Over the postwar period, the political meanings associated with Italy’s ossuaries have been
both useful and inconvenient. In unpacking this paradox, it is helpful to explore the Fascist origins
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of the ossuaries and the political intentions that they were built to serve, changes in their status and
treatment from 1945, and their role in the centennial commemorations of the First World War. In
particular, it is important to address the notion that Fascist remains constitute a ‘difficult heritage’
in the form of sites ‘that are historically important but heavily burdened by their past’ (Burström
and Gelderblom 2011, 267; also, Logan and Reeves 2008; Macdonald 2009; Samuels 2015).
Using the ossuaries as a testbed, it is possible to challenge the emphasis that is laid on the political
or ideological difficulties of dealing with Fascist remains. As monuments whose reception has
altered over time, and whose meanings have been rewritten with the passage of history, the Italian
ossuaries now appear to have been comfortably integrated into the national heritage. However,
they have been awarded a range of different meanings and associations, and the processes of
integration have been dynamic, complex, and relatively arduous. Thus, it is better to think of the
ossuaries, not simply as difficult heritage that is associated exclusively with Fascism, but as
palimpsests that have been overlaid with different memories; which may, in turn, have been
rewritten or erased (Brooke-Rose 1992; Dillon 2005; Foot 2009, 4; Macdonald 2009, 191–192).
Clearly, the meanings carried by a building can alter with the passage of time; that is, they must
reflect the periods through which a building passes, the different political and cultural contexts that
influence its interpretation, and the communities and collective memories through which it gathers
various associations (Huyssen 2003, 7; Bosworth 2011, 1–9; Kallis 2014, 2–3). Moreover, the
memories attached to buildings are subject to individuation. Different individuals or groups pri-
vilege different meanings, or favour associations that reflect the status of monuments as local,
national or international entities. Different contexts and communities shape divergent narratives.
As palimpsests, the ossuaries have been readily absorbed into the national heritage, and into Italy’s
centennial commemorations. In fact, they have been subject to various and complex strategies of
selection and revision that should offset a one-dimensional approach to Fascist remains as difficult
heritage, or as little more than symbols of a Fascist history.

Origins under Fascism

The First World War brought death to over half a million Italian soldiers and bloodshed on a scale
that was unprecedented in Italian history. Over 300,000 of the soldiers fell in battle and were
buried in makeshift cemeteries or mass graves close to battlefields. Immediately after the war,
those burial places were reorganised as small cemeteries that were scattered along the former
frontlines – cemeteries that were akin to their civilian counterparts, and under the control of local
councils (Bregantin 2010, 49–87; 2011). Roughly, a further 170,000 soldiers who died of illness
or injury were interred in major urban cemeteries across Italy. Of the total number of the fallen,
only around 50,000 were repatriated or returned to the families (Bregantin and Brienza 2015, 42).

In 1927, the Fascist authorities denounced the modesty of the frontline cemeteries. As victory
in the First World War was a core element of Fascist propaganda, Mussolini demanded a more
grandiose approach to the commemoration of the fallen. Charged by Mussolini to find an hon-
ourable solution, General Giovanni Faracovi suggested the exhumation of hundreds of thousands
of soldiers who died at the front, and the removal of their remains to new ossuaries that were to be
built close to earlier burial grounds and to former battlefields. That strategy met with Mussolini’s
approval, and was enacted into law in 1931. The Duce then appointed Faracovi as head of a
military commission that was responsible for soldiers who fell in Italy or abroad (Dogliani 1992;
Fiore 2001; Malone 2015; Bregantin and Brienza 2015).2 Thus, from the early 1930s, the remains
of known and unknown soldiers were exhumed from the battlefield cemeteries under the sur-
veillance of priests, and were placed in wooden boxes in preparation for their relocation under
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military escort. The redundant battlefield cemeteries were generally demolished; including, for
instance, the renowned burial site at Colle Sant’Elia (Foot 2009, 46–48; Malone 2015, 27).
Ultimately, the programme resulted in 36 new ossuaries, which brought together remains that had
previously been interred in roughly 2,650 burial grounds. For instance, the relatively small ossuary
of Montello (1935) holds nearly 9,000 bodies that were removed from 138 cemeteries located in
the surrounding area close to the Piave River. The largest of the ossuaries is at Redipuglia in Friuli,
within which a giant staircase incorporates the remains of over 100,000 soldiers, of which
approximately 60,000 were unknown or unidentifiable (Figure 1). In effect, the concentration of
the dead provided the scale and grandeur demanded by Mussolini and the needs of Fascist pro-
paganda. Meanwhile, the commission also entered into partnerships with local councils or clerical
bodies to transfer to new urban ossuaries the remains of soldiers who had died behind the
frontlines. Priority was given to soldiers who were killed in action, for whom the military
commission built the largest and most significant of the ossuaries in remote areas close to former
frontlines in the Italian regions of Veneto, Friuli, and Trentino, and in Slovenia.

While they contributed to an official policy to turn battlefields into monumental sites, a
number of the ossuaries also exploited spectacular locations in open and mountainous landscapes,
as at Monte Grappa (Figure 2). Some ossuaries, such as Redipuglia, were located in areas once
held by the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and which fell to Italy after the First World War. As such,
they marked new territories that witnessed the ‘italianisation’ of local Slavic and German popu-
lations, and the brutal repression of regional languages and cultures (Vinci 2011, 161–168; Per-
gher 2018a, 63–64). Given that these territories had been populated by many who fought or died
on the side of Austria-Hungary, regional memories and an opposition to Italian nationalism
coloured the reception of the ossuaries built on conquered land (Foot 2009, 10–11; Rumiz 2014,
104–105).

Meanwhile, the geographical concentration of the dead within the ossuaries reflected the
centralisation of political power by the Fascist state (Gentile 2009, 215; Isnenghi 2004, 307–310).

Figure 1. Ossuary at Redipuglia, inaugurated in 1938 (author’s photograph 2014). Note that fasces have been removed
from either side of the inscription.
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The creation of the monuments marked the apex of a gradual process through which control
over the fallen was passed to the military as an agent of the Fascist regime – a process that
began before Mussolini’s ascent to power, and which accelerated rapidly in the late 1920s.
While previously, remembrance of the fallen had been left to mourners, local councils,
and veterans’ groups, after 1928 both monuments and ceremonies commemorating the war
dead were either prohibited or subject to state approval. Through compromise and coercion,
control over the methods of remembrance shifted from civil society and the Church to the
military, which, in monopolising commemoration, allowed its political advantages to pass to
the state.

The authorities justified the programme of reburial as a practical and economical solution to
the problem of small, scattered, and degrading cemeteries. However, as expressed in the report that
accompanied General Faracovi’s programme of reburial, the primary motivations were political
(Faracovi 1930). For the Fascist leadership, the fallen presented an opportunity to be exploited.
The First World War held a central place in Fascist ideology as a foundational myth and as a
source of legitimation (Fogu 2001; Sabbatucci 2003). The war had divided Italians and elicited
powerful reactions of support and opposition. The peace negotiations brought disappointment,
and deepened divisions between those for whom the war was either a glorious triumph or a
pointless slaughter. From this fracture, the Fascist leadership emerged to impose its own for-
mulated interpretations of the past. It promised to heal divisions and to unify the nation under
memories of a triumphant war – and as the regime cast itself as heir to an Italian victory, the war
became a keystone of Fascist propaganda.

Within that context, the programme of reburial represented a chance to impose a victorious
vision of loss and sacrifice, and an opportunity to harness a nation’s grief to the Fascist cause.

Figure 2. Ossuary at the apex of Monte Grappa, built in 1932–1935 (author’s photograph 2014).
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As tools of propaganda, the ossuaries were intended to cast the war as a triumph. At Monte
Grappa, a hilltop Via Eroica constitutes a heroic route to victory, which is flanked by slabs that
commemorate various battles (Figure 3).

The gigantic forms and classicised aesthetics of the ossuaries conveyed core principles of
Fascist ideology relating to power, victory, and political unity. They also encouraged a veneration
of the fallen as ‘martyrs’ of the fatherland. At Redipuglia, for example, the three crosses at the top
of the ossuary suggest a Christ-like sacrifice made by the fallen for the redemption of the nation
(Figure 1). As a useful political tool, this cult of the dead was meant to foster national cohesion and
to glorify the Fascist regime. In time, the ossuaries were also meant to serve as a call to arms, as the
living were led to believe that they owed it to the fallen to fight for their country in future wars. As
with the decoration at Fagarè, a rhetoric rooted in glorious heroism expressed a positive vision of
war that was meant to prepare the nation for new conflicts (Figure 4).

Moreover, in gathering millions of bones into ossuaries, the regime sought to create secular
sites of pilgrimage and significant events. The political value of the ossuaries was also enhanced
through a campaign of propaganda that included films, photographs, newspaper articles, guide-
books, and pamphlets – propaganda that was largely targeted at veterans and the young.

Following Mussolini’s removal from power in 1943, one of the leaders of the programme of
reburial was sanctioned. In 1944, General Ugo Cei, who had occupied the post of commissioner
for the burial of the fallen from 1935 to 1941, and who directed the creation of at least 14 major
ossuaries, was among the senators removed from their positions by the High Court of Justice for
Sanctions against Fascism. Essentially, he was accused of supporting the Fascist regime – an
accusation that signalled how, as symbols of Fascism, the ossuaries were cast into a new position
by the fall of the dictatorship (Bregantin and Brienza 2015, 73–74).

Figure 3. Visitor to the ossuary at Monte Grappa (author’s photograph 2014).
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After 1945

In many respects, the postwar fate of the ossuaries is emblematic of Italian attempts to handle the
physical legacy of Fascism. With the loss of their intended functions, the ossuaries became ‘his-
torical monuments’ in the sense used by Alois Reigl to indicate artefacts whose original purposes are
replaced by new commemorative uses (1903, 72). However, the treatment of the ossuaries has been
relatively inconsistent. Some have been adopted as national monuments while others are largely
forgotten. In general, the fate of individual sites might be defined in terms of four common factors:
(1) changes in management; (2) physical changes, substantial rebuilding, or subtle alterations in
aesthetics and decoration; (3) factors associated with heritage such as the creation of signs or
exhibition spaces; and (4) other changes in use that might relate, for example, to tourism, cere-
monies, or rituals. These factors may be interrelated: for instance, where changes in use lead to
physical alterations, or where management is linked to the transformation of buildings into heritage
sites. Changes in form or use will also alter the meanings associated with a site. More importantly,
those changes in meaning will reflect the evolution of cultural and political conditions, differences
between individuals and groups, and between local and wider geographical contexts.

Institutions

There has been a degree of continuity in the practical administration of the ossuaries in that,
shortly after the end of the Second World War, the commission for the burial of the fallen was

Figure 4. Survival of Fascist symbols on the ossuary at Fagarè, completed in 1935 (author’s photograph 2014).

204 H. Malone

https://doi.org/10.1017/mit.2019.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mit.2019.7


reconstituted under the Italian Ministry of Defence. In 1951, the commission was charged
with repatriating the military dead of both world wars on the basis of requests submitted by
families. A revived Fascist-era law of 1935 gave the commission ample powers to dissolve or
create cemeteries – a move that was driven by the need to deal with the dead of both world
wars, and a desire to maintain a ‘cult of the fallen’, which members of Italy’s parliament saw
as a core value of Italian civilisation (Atti Parlamentari, Camera dei Deputati, 4 October
1950). Praised as ‘immortal’ sources of national pride, the ossuaries were embraced as art,
and as monuments that accommodated a cult of the dead. Thus, they helped to reinstate the
commemoration of the fallen as an instrument of postwar politics, and as a longstanding
tradition that was central to the Risorgimento and the foundation of Italy’s national identity,
as well as to Fascism (Schwarz 2010, 36–43: Gentile 2009, 32; Riall 2010; Malone 2017,
104–128).

Today, the ossuaries are still state-owned and administered by the same military com-
mission, which establishes agreements with local councils regarding their maintenance
(Bregantin 2010, 261). That situation allows the military to encourage an air of respect on the
part of visitors. However, notwithstanding the centenary and state-funded projects, the com-
mission is underfunded. It struggles to maintain the ossuaries, some of which are neglected or
in need of repair (Figure 5). As at Oslavia (1938) in Friuli, this might be seen as a form of
calculated neglect that is meant to distance the public from the Fascist purposes for which the
ossuaries were originally created (Macdonald 2006, 22). However, the neglected state of some
monuments may simply reflect their distance from public priorities, or dependency on state
funds.

Figure 5. Signs of neglect at the ossuary of Oslavia, completed in 1935 (author’s photograph 2015).
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Physical form

The physical state of the ossuaries has signalled their status in postwar Italy. Initially, in common
with sites across Italy, they were ‘de-fascistised’ or stripped of some of their Fascist symbols. For
example, at Redipuglia fasces were entirely erased, or were ‘castrated’ through the removal of the
axe (Figure 1; Benton 1999, 218; Fiore 2001, 147). However, as evidenced at Fagarè, most of
the Fascist-era decoration remained (1935; Figure 4). In the 1950s, the original structure of the
ossuary at Montello was rebuilt following a landslide. Similarly, religious frescoes at Timau
(1936) were completed in 1955 following the original designs. Many of the ossuaries have seen
only small or decorative changes. Generally, they retain the aesthetics of Fascism, and while much
of their symbolic status is inherent in their forms and spaces rather than their decorative details,
only total demolition could erase their monumentality.

Heritage management

The transformation of the ossuaries into heritage sites has also played an important role in rede-
fining their status since 1945. While all the sites bear some signage and historical information,
since the 1970s some have been fitted with small museums and exhibition spaces, whether in the
main or auxiliary buildings. As expressed by the commission for the burial of the fallen in 1996,
the purpose of the exhibition spaces is, in part, commemorative.3 While they differ in layout and
approach, they tend to focus on the First World War rather than on Fascism as the generative
context of the ossuaries. Most highlight the technologies of the war, military memorabilia, and the
experiences of the common soldier, as at the museum of Redipuglia (1971), which was remodelled
in 1995 and is now being remade for the centenary.

Uses

Public perceptions of the ossuaries have an impact on how they are used, which, in turn, influences
how they are perceived. After the Second World War there was a decline in official visits by state
and other authorities, partly because of an urge to separate Republican interests from the Fascist
tradition of large rituals (Dogliani 1999, 26). That trend was offset in the late 1970s with the
establishment of some of the major ossuaries as national monuments, and as venues for state and
military ceremonies. In part, the ossuary at Redipuglia is an exception in that it retained an official
status across the whole of the postwar period. Situated in eastern Friuli, it became a symbol for
italianità, and for the postwar struggles between Italy and Yugoslavia over the contested city of
Trieste, which was returned to Italy in 1954 (Fabi 2002, 32–33; Dato 2015, 63–78; Antonelli
2018, 274–280, 283–287). As noted by Gaetano Dato (2015, 51–53), the fact that the ossuary at
Redipuglia had been little used by the Fascist regime facilitated its appropriation by the new
Republic. Thus, from the 1950s, Redipuglia has acted as a venue for a state ceremony that is held
each year on 4 November in memory of the First World War. While that date was used by the
Fascist regime to celebrate Italy’s victory in the war, it was integrated into the calendar of
Republican Italy as the ‘day of the army’, and of the accomplishment of ‘National Unity’ as
defined by the patriotic rhetoric of Liberal Italy (Dogliani 1999, 24). Although exceptional,
Redipuglia is emblematic of how postwar Italian authorities of the Left and the Right have
repurposed the ossuaries as political symbols. In an exhibition held in Turin in 1961 to mark the
centenary of Italy’s unification, Redipuglia was presented as a patriotic symbol of the conquest of
eastern territories (Almagià 1960, 33–38; Owen 2010, 404–405).4 Speaking at Redipuglia on 4
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November 1952, PrimeMinister Alcide De Gasperi cast the ossuary as a monument to those lost in
both world wars. In November 1965, his successor Aldo Moro might be said to have further de-
fascistised the ossuaries by associating them with ‘positive’ episodes in Italian history such as the
Risorgimento and Resistance. Similarly, in November 1978 the speech given by President Sandro
Pertini signalled a successful detachment of Redipuglia from its Fascist past. There is a tendency
within such official events to portray the First World War as a just fight for Italian unity. However,
postwar narratives that embrace a cult of the fallen reminiscent both of the Risorgimento and of
Fascism have evolved to suit the process of de-fascistisation. While retaining a sense of sacrifice,
they shift the emphasis from Italy’s war heroes to an indistinct mass of victims of both world wars
and of the civil war of 1943–1945.

In their pioneering study of dissonant (or difficult) heritage, J.E. Tunbridge and Gregory
Ashworth distinguish between sites of atrocity and victimhood, placing war monuments in the first
category because of their associations with perpetrators (1996, 118–120). In contrast, postwar
interpretations of the ossuaries point largely to ‘victimhood’. In effect, the fallen of the First World
War act as a proxy for the dead of the Second World War and the Resistance – a narrative of
‘expiatory patriotism’ which suggests that the nation’s losses can expiate its guilt with respect to
Fascism (Rusconi 1997, 70; Schwarz 2008, 229–240; 2010, 252–272).

It should also be noted that not all Italians subscribe to the dominant narratives surrounding the
ossuaries. For example, the annual celebrations at Redipuglia have elicited controversy and anti-
fascist sentiments (Bregantin and Brienza 2015, 69). Although the ossuaries still serve as ‘preferred
stages’ for military rituals, their popularity declined in the 1960s and early 1990s, whether because
of their associations with Fascism or their inability to serve immediate political conditions (Antonelli
2018, xii, 336–338; Schwarz 2010, 134–148). In addition, while the ossuaries are national monu-
ments, they play a different role as regional memorials, as sources of local pride, or as symbols that
express discrepancies between local and national histories. In areas annexed by Italy, they can
represent the ‘counter’memories of those who fought against Italy in the First World War. In 1998,
commemorative slabs in the area around the ossuary at Rovereto in Alto Adige/Südtirol were
vandalised by advocates for the region’s annexation to Austria, and the names of Austrian dead were
painted over those of Italians (Mantovan 1998). The ossuaries have also played an international role
as instruments of foreign diplomacy, and in rituals of reconciliation, as between the Italian and
Austrian heads of state at Redipuglia in 1995, and a comparable encounter hosted by Slovenia at the
ossuary of Kobarid/Caporetto in 2007 (Fabi 2002, 37; Bull, Clarke, and Deganutti 2017, 668).

Arguably, the functions of the ossuaries may be relatively subversive or consonant with
respect to their origins. In terms of subversion, there have been sporadic efforts to use Redipuglia
to illustrate the costs of war, or to transform that ossuary into a monument to peace. In 1950, a
project to build an ‘altar of peace’ close to Redipuglia was blocked on the grounds that it would
detract from its original character, with the result that the altar was eventually erected elsewhere in
Friuli (Fabi 2002, 34; Zehenthofer 2015). Other ceremonies and initiatives that did not involve
physical changes have been realised. For example, a local association for the promotion of peace
has met at Redipuglia since 1995; and in 2014 Redipuglia hosted a mass for peace that was
celebrated by Pope Francis (Fabi 2002, 34; Dato 2015, 79–80). That Redipuglia could be asso-
ciated with peace and harmony, despite its militaristic symbolism, illustrates its versatility – or
rather the adaptability of the public mind and its capacity to award different meanings to the same
object. However, in national events, patriotic interpretations of the ossuaries have generally
overshadowed pacifist impulses. In short, while they remain symbols of national pride and mili-
tary valour, the symbolic functions attributed to the ossuaries by their creators have been adapted
rather than reversed.
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Clearly, the manner in which the ossuaries are used and interpreted influences the number
and type of visitors that they attract. During the Fascist ventennio, they were visited by
veterans, schoolchildren, Fascist leisure organisations, and battlefield tourists. The regime
promoted tours of the former frontlines, and awarded the exploration of Italy’s new territories
the status of a patriotic mission (Touring Club Italiano 1929; Bosworth 1997, 391). After
1945, interest in the ossuaries declined in line with an anti-fascist antipathy to grand cere-
monies. In the 1980s, there was a resurgence in battlefield tourism; and while some have been
largely forgotten, the major ossuaries now draw considerable numbers of visitors (Dogliani
1999, 25). Redipuglia attracts an annual average of 420,000 visitors, who are mostly Italian
and mainly local –which may reflect the fact that the ossuaries are relatively remote in terms of
international tourism. A decrease in the number of veterans has been offset by tourists and
military enthusiasts (Figure 6).

Similarly, a decline in the number of those who witnessed both world wars and the Fascist
period means that the role of the ossuaries as heritage, or as historical monuments, overshadows
their capacity to evoke events in living memory, or to act as sites of mourning. The ossuaries also
draw school trips, whether as historical artefacts or monuments that can be used to advocate
peace.5

In effect, there is no single reading of the ossuaries. They have functioned as local, national,
and international monuments, and have been clad in various and competing postwar narratives.
While remaining primarily associated with the First World War, they have also been linked to the
Risorgimento, Fascism, and the Resistance. They have been interpreted as proud symbols of
Italian identity, as marking new or occupied territories, as signs of peace or military might, and as
sources of tension or national cohesion; hence, the notion of a palimpsest, or a stratification of
different memories and interpretations that evolve to suit current conditions.

Figure 6. Visitors to the ossuary at Redipuglia (author’s photograph 2015).
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View from the centenary

The centenary of the First World War reinforced public interest in the ossuaries. While its various
initiatives resulted from negotiations between state bodies, local and regional authorities, archi-
tects and other interests, the aim of the leading government-appointed committees was to
‘remember the Great War, the heroism and sacrifice of soldiers and of the whole citizenry… as an
episode of fundamental importance to the process of building European identity, national history,
and cohesion among Italians of every region’.6 However, while the centennial commemorations
evolved over the period 2014–2018, they were buffeted by major changes in national politics,
were polarised and politicised, and restricted in their capacity to reach a mass audience (Labanca
2014, xi-xxxi).7 Rather than major national events, the government-appointed committees pro-
vided an umbrella for the sponsorship and co-ordination of local initiatives, an approach that
limited state expenditure, led to the absence of a major state-sponsored campaign, and offset the
need to establish a national, or overarching, narrative (Pergher 2018b, 898).

Since the 1990s, Italy has witnessed a wave of local studies, tours, exhibitions and events
relating to the First World War – and a parallel evolution in historiography that has shifted
academic interests from the ‘macro’ elements of national history to the ‘micro’ experiences of
ordinary soldiers (Pergher 2018b, 881–882). Similarly, in that the centenary was largely shaped by
local or civic initiatives, it illustrated the complexity and plurality of collective memories of the
war. At the same time, it also embodied the ‘macro’ elements of European integration – which
surfaced at Redipuglia in 2014 with a performance of Verdi’s Requiem that was attended by
representatives of Italy, Slovenia, Croatia and Austria. Questions regarding the appropriateness of
a concert at a Fascist military cemetery were countered by the notion that, as ‘a bridge of peace and
friendship’, music might foster ‘cohesion’ among nations.8

In general, the centenary helped to maintain a pattern of remembrance whose evolution can be
traced back to 1945. It reflected the split between local, national, and international memories,
albeit that the local and international layers of the palimpsest surpassed the ‘national layer’ – a fact
that also allowed government authorities to avoid an overt confrontation with Italy’s Fascist past,
and to navigate the centenary while obviating the need to rewrite established narratives. In short,
rather than address the legacy of Fascism, the government sought safety in predominantly local,
and also European, narratives.

Nevertheless, the centenary has had both ideological and physical effects. The state is currently
funding the restoration of six ‘frontline’ ossuaries at Redipuglia, Monte Grappa, Caporetto, Mon-
tello, Oslavia, and Asiago. This is meant to reverse a situation in which the gradual reduction of
funding to the commission for the burial of the fallen has left many ossuaries in a state of disrepair.
The six projects have been chosen on the basis of their importance in terms of the First World War,
the commemoration of the fallen, and their artistic value. The intention is to restore the monuments
to their original form, and to create new museum spaces within the ossuaries or nearby buildings.
These spaces will be fitted with multimedia and interactive displays illustrating the ‘collective and
individual drama of the war using simple and emotionally involving language’; and they will form
part of the Memoriale diffuso della Grande Guerra, a national network of exhibition spaces.9 The
exhibitions are also intended to ‘contextualise the monumental architecture’ of the ossuaries, to
educate younger generations with regard to ‘modern, mass and total war’, and to ‘build a future of
peace and fraternity among nations’. In official documents, the six projects are meant to promote
patriotism, to augment an artistic patrimony, and to yield the economic advantages of tourism.

At a cost of roughly €15 million, the projects have generally met with the approval of the press
as timely initiatives that are necessary to the preservation of the ossuaries.10 Significantly,
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however, both press and public documents tend to minimise references to Fascism in favour of the
First World War. The historical information provided, in 2015, in relation to the architectural
competition for the restoration of Monte Grappa (Figure 2) glosses over the exhumation of the
fallen. Although perhaps an unintentional error, it suggests that the ossuary stems from the
‘immediate postwar period’ rather than 1932.11 In describing that monument’s relationship to
Fascism, the competition brief refers obliquely to the ‘new Italy of the fasces (littorio)’ as the self-
proclaimed heir of ancient Rome. Moreover, while recognising that the uniformity of Monte
Grappa suppressed the ‘plurality’ of ‘individual memories’ in favour of ‘triumphant imagery’, it
promises that a new museum will bring a radical ‘change in perspective’. In fact, the museum will
cover ‘the scientific and technological dimension’ of mountain warfare rather than offering poli-
tical or cultural insights into the past.

A similar brief for the restoration of Asiago mentions the Fascist programme of reburial.12

Again, however, the aim of the museum at Asiago is to present modern warfare as a historical and
technological event. The documentation stops short of any condemnation of war, perhaps because
of the involvement of the military in the proposed project. In contrast, the private museum created
in 1990 at Kobarid/Caporetto in Slovenia is explicitly anti-war, and is instrumental in the efforts of
the Slovenian government to project an image of a peace-loving nation (Clarke, Bull and
Deganutti 2017, 666–674).

Among centennial plans for the ossuaries, there are also differences between national and
regional initiatives. For example, the contribution made by the Veneto region recognises the
generative role of the Fascist regime, and its intention to control the memory of the war through the
creation of monuments (Comitato Regionale Veneto April 2012). It also acknowledges that atti-
tudes to those monuments in the postwar period were clouded in an ‘evident rhetoric’ – which
might suggest that Italy’s involvement with Fascism might be more easily confronted at the level
of the region than of the state. However, in the Veneto as elsewhere, the documentation created by
local and national authorities for the centenary does not address directly the memory of Fascism,
or the Fascist manipulation of the memory of the First World War. Generally, that documentation
is in line with the primary objectives of the centenary; namely, to preserve a particular inter-
pretation of the First World War, and to revalorise monuments such as the ossuaries in a manner
that downplays their Fascist origins while highlighting their associations with the war.

Contemporary perceptions

In order to understand current attitudes towards the ossuaries it is important to identify institutions,
communities and individuals that have been involved with their history. The fact that the ossuaries
have been administered by a commission under the Ministry of Defence has influenced how they
have been used, altered, and perceived. In 1967, the Italian parliament extended a Fascist-era
decree that elevated battlefields of the First World War to the status of national monuments: a
strategy that covered, for example, the area around the ossuary at Casteldante Rovereto (Atti
Parlamentari, Senato della Repubblica 21 June 1967; Decreto-legge 29 October 1922, n. 1386).
As that proposal passed through the Senate, a senator of the Italian Communist Party suggested
that responsibility for the ossuaries might be transferred from the Ministry of Defence to the
Ministry of Public Education as the ‘best qualified custodian’ for that part of the nation’s ‘his-
torical and artistic patrimony’. Christian Democratic senators opposed this suggestion on the
grounds that the ossuaries were not ‘artistic’ monuments, but remnants of war that should remain
in the custody of the military. For the Christian Democrats, the ossuaries performed an active role
in Italy’s military life, while for a representative of the PCI they were ‘historical monuments’.
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For its part, the military commission has consistently described the fallen soldier as its primary
concern (Bregantin and Brienza 2015, 95). A publication of 1998 describes the duties of the
commission as ‘keeping the memory of the fallen alive’, and ‘remembering war as an objective
fact’ (Commissariato Generale Onoranze ai Caduti in Guerra 1998, VII; Bregantin 2006). That
focus on war as an ‘objective fact’ and an inevitable part of national history is also reflected in the
museums planned for the centenary. Equally, in terms of the fallen, a recent publication that is co-
authored by a member of the commission’s staff affirms that the Fascist authorities, ‘aware of the
intense, profound and widespread national feeling’, created the ossuaries in response to the wishes
of a grieving population – which might be interpreted as an attempt to afford centennial value to
the ossuaries (Bregantin and Brienza 2015, 58).

In its role as custodian, the Ministry of Defence is now flanked by other bodies, including
national committees for the centenary, regional, local authorities, and other private and public
institutions involved in the restoration projects. Those interests represent a range of different, and
sometimes contradictory, positions. For example, at a conference on military cemeteries held in
Rome in 2016 under the auspices of the national committee for the centenary, General Rosario
Aiosa, as head of the military commission for the burial of the fallen, reiterated that its role was to
preserve the memory of the dead.13 Similarly, the architect charged with the restoration of the
ossuary of Redipuglia, Eugenio Vassallo, affirmed that the aim of that project was to honour
the fallen. In contrast, a regional director of the Ministry for Culture, Renata Codello, held that the
ossuaries must be preserved, not only for their aesthetic value and historical importance, but also
as an ‘admonishment for peace’ (‘monito di pace’). A regional law of Friuli also describes the
centenary as ‘supporting the growth of a culture of peace and peaceful coexistence’ – a pacifist
agenda that is largely muted in national contributions to the centenary (Legge Regionale, 4
October 2013). These different views illustrate how a delicate consensus has been built around the
ossuaries, and between local, military and national authorities. While there is agreement regarding
their historical and artistic value, the ossuaries are associated with the commemoration of the
fallen, national patriotism, and the promotion of peace. Nevertheless, there is a common narrative
in the form of a ‘cosmopolitan’mode of remembrance that depicts war as an abstract phenomenon
with victims, but no culprits (Bull and Hansen 2015). That emphasis on victimhood is in line with
both an Italian rhetoric of ‘expiatory patriotism’ and commemorative strategies promoted by the
European Union (Clarke, Bull and Deganutti 2017, 663). There is also a sense that, in interpreting
the First WorldWar as a source of collective memories, the centenary may bridge between the Left
and Right in a spirit of national cohesion (Bregantin and Brienza 2015, 98).

Difficult heritage or palimpsest?

On the surface, the ossuaries present a typical case of difficult heritage as sites that were tied to
Fascism, and as major and indestructible elements of Italy’s patrimony. Yet, their promotion as
part of the centenary suggests that their adoption as heritage has been surprisingly easy. As Joshua
Samuels suggests in relation to Fascist remains in Sicily, a perspective that is rooted in the notion
of difficult heritage may look for difficulties where they do not exist, or may project problems onto
sites that for locals are unproblematic (2015, 122–124). While the concept presupposes a heritage
that is consistently ‘difficult’, physical remains are rarely regarded in ‘exclusively negative terms’
(Samuels 2015, 114). Moreover, in focusing on associations with Fascism, this approach may miss
the fact that monuments can carry a range of different meanings. Thus, an emphasis on Fascism
can be reductive, not only in that it focuses on a specific period, but presupposes that the period in
question can be defined simply in terms of inherent difficulties. In addition, the notion that Fascist
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remains are symbolic of a fixed interpretation of the past may run counter to the fact that the past is
always rewritten in the light of current conditions.

The ossuaries are entities whose symbolism is under constant revision. They have carried
memories and meanings other than those associated with Fascism. They have been re-used in the
postwar period as national monuments, tourist sites, and patriotic symbols. Moreover, their sig-
nificance in relation to the First World War and the recollection of the fallen has meant that they
could not be demolished or forgotten. The commemoration of the nation’s dead is a longstanding
tradition of Italian patriotism but, while the ossuaries remain as memorials to the First World War,
there has been a measure of ‘selective remembering’ with regard to their Fascist origins. In
focusing on the war, it has been possible to promote patriotic traditions over negative associations
with Fascism, and to filter a Fascist legacy through an ameliorative history of the war.

That the First World War is considered a safe alternative to a Fascist past indicates the current
status of the conflict within the Italian collective memory, and the extent to which perceptions have
shifted over the past hundred years. The account of the war that the ossuaries were initially intended to
project is markedly different from that which is promoted by the centenary. Under Fascism, the
ossuaries endorsed a unifying triumphalism that was meant to silence dissenting voices, and which
after 1945 led some critics to point to the Fascist misuse, or misrepresentation, of the realities of the
war. Subsequently, speeches made by state leaders at Redipuglia during the 1950s–1970s attempted to
use the war to de-fascistise Italian patriotism in favour of Liberal and Republican ideals – and while the
avoidance of references to Fascism might be interpreted as evidence of a difficult heritage, it is
important to acknowledge the ease with which the ossuaries were integrated into evolving postwar
politics that produced fresh versions of the cult of the fallen and developing definitions of patriotism.

The metaphor of the palimpsest accounts for the fact that, even at their inception, the ossuaries
reflected differences between the official propaganda of the Fascist regime and local experiences
of the First World War. Equally, the centenary demonstrated that such divisions endured in the
form of sentiments that were decidedly anti-war, as opposed to the traditional celebrations of
heroism and the fatherland. In addition, the ossuaries have been inserted into narratives that were
centred, for instance, on regional pride, national unification, and European integration. Images of
national unity and patriotic victories have clashed with those of European harmony; and local
narratives have tended to eclipse those of the state. Essentially, the ossuaries have been con-
sistently re-coded over time, and shifting energies have added or subtracted, highlighted or
diminished, different layers of the palimpsest.

Roberto Escobar has observed a tendency to treat Italian history as a narrative that can be
rewritten – a tendency that has been facilitated by a lack of consensus (2003, 348). Thus, it is
possible to obscure the Fascist layer of the palimpsest under other historical references; and where
associations with Fascism might persist, they might also be diminished or transformed. While
these complex revisions illustrate the potential shortcomings of an approach that treats Fascist
monuments as a difficult heritage, the ossuaries are by no means unique as monuments with
‘alternative identities’. The remnants of Fascism have been reinterpreted over time, as meanings
generated by their creators were replaced by subsequent generations, or became redundant in the
face of shifting political and social values. Thus, the notion of the palimpsest might be extended to
other Fascist monuments given that all have taken on new and adjusted meanings since 1945.

Conclusion

While they originally functioned as elements of Fascist propaganda, the ossuaries have been put to
new political and cultural uses; most recently for the centenary of the First World War. In today’s
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Republic, as in Fascist Italy, the ossuaries are used to articulate perceptions of the past, and to carry
memories that are suited to immediate political and social conditions. In general, postwar narra-
tives have emphasised relationships between the ossuaries, the First World War, and the fallen,
while downplaying associations with Fascism. Current agendas promote sentiments that range
between patriotism and pacifism, and which vary between local, national, and international con-
texts. They also reflect a reformed approach to the cult of the dead, which combines a national
narrative of expiatory patriotism with a European emphasis on the victims of war. The flexibility
offered by shifting memories has allowed the ossuaries to be repurposed as national monuments
that commemorate war and its victims while promoting patriotic sentiments that bolster the
identity of Republican Italy. Perhaps at some point in their future the ossuaries might become the
subject of a programme of ‘critical preservation’ – that is, they might represent a more compre-
hensive coverage of their Fascist origins and of Italy’s history (Rosenfeld 2000, 279; Carter and
Martin 2017, 355–356; Hökerberg 2017, 771–772). Once opened, the new museums may foster a
more developed and constructive discourse, and may exchange a process of selective remem-
bering for one of national introspection. On the other hand, it is clear, given their history since
1945, that the ossuaries will always carry memories that are evolving, pluralistic, and divided.
That ongoing process of revision presents a major challenge to a perception of the ossuaries as
difficult heritage; mainly, because that perception overlooks the multiplicity of associations that
can be attributed to monuments, and the manner in which associations can be rewritten. In con-
trast, the notion of a palimpsest can account for divided histories, and for memories that are coined
to suit immediate needs. It can explain the complex ways in which the past can be concealed, or
amended in favour of competing historical narratives. It can also be used to demonstrate that there
is no ‘easy access’ to an understanding of the Fascist legacy; and no way to escape the plurality
and flexibility of the collective memory.
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Notes
1. https://www.facebook.com/salviniofficial/photos/a.10151670912208155/10155689334838155/?

type= 3&theater
2. As Commissario Straordinario per le Onoranze dei Caduti di Guerra, Faracovi headed a commission that

had existed since 1919.
3. Archivio Commissariato Generale Onoranze ai caduti, Sezione Tecnica, Pocol, B5, Fasc. SM Pocol,

Museo di Guerra, 31-5-1996, progetto di costruzione di un Museo di Guerra 1915-18, letter from C.
Lacedelli to Gen. Del Campo, Commissario Generale Onoranze ai Caduti.

4. I am grateful to Samantha Owen for bringing this example to my attention.

Modern Italy 213

https://doi.org/10.1017/mit.2019.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mit.2019.7


5. http://www.trentinograndeguerra.it/context.jsp?ID_LINK= 266&id_context= 4812&area= 10.
6. http://www.centenario1914-1918.it/it/il-governo-per-il-centenario/.
7. As an example of politicisation and polarisation, both anti-fascist and far-Right groups marched in

Trieste to commemorate the war on 4 November 2018 (Modolo 2018).
8. http://www.centenario1914-1918.it/it/2014/07/06/concerto-di-muti-redipuglia-le-vittime-di-guerra.
9. http://www.centenario1914-1918.it/it/2016/12/13/avviso-pubblico-casa-della-terza-armata-di-redipuglia.

10. http://presidenza.governo.it/AmministrazioneTrasparente/BandiContratti/index.html.
11. http://www.centenario1914-1918.it/sites/default/files/articolo/allegati/4289/documento_preliminare_alla_-

progettazione.pdf.
12. http://www.centenario1914-1918.it/sites/default/files/articolo/allegati/5338/01_documento_preliminar-

e_alla_progettazione_-dpp.pdf.
13. The conference ‘Per non dimenticare: Sacrari del Novecento in Europa’ was held at the Accademia di

San Luca in Rome on 31 March and 1 April 2016: http://nam.accademiasanluca.eu/nam/index.do?
text=&cat=&page=&year=&ida= 1661&mult= 2&lang= -1&ut= 0
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Italian summary

Gli ossari (o sacrari) militari che furono costruiti per ospitare i resti di soldati caduti nella Prima Guerra
Mondiale offrono un esempio rilevante di come l’Italia abbia affrontato l’eredità del regime fascista. Situati
lungo il vecchio fronte nel nord-est del paese, gli ossari occupano una posizione ambigua nel patrimonio
italiano in quanto sono al contempo monumenti nazionali e ricordi di un passato difficile. Sebbene fossero
originariamente utilizzati come strumenti nella propaganda fascista, sono stati reinventati nel dopoguerra
come monumenti dell’Italia repubblicana. Perciò, mettendo in dubbio la percezione dei resti dell’era fascista
come un ‘patrimonio difficile’, quest’articolo suggerisce che gli ossari possano essere visti invece come
palinsesti che sono stati soprapposti da ricordi diversi e mutevoli. A questo fine, l’articolo traccia la storia
degli ossari dal 1945 al presente nel tentativo di fare luce sull’evoluzione di atteggiamenti verso il passato
fascista. Inoltre, l’articolo esamina una recente ripresa nell’interesse del pubblico verso gli ossari in con-
comitanza con il centenario della prima guerra mondiale.
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