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Preface

My great-grandmother, Aurelia Lanzoni, was Italian. She met her husband, a Scotsman called Arthur Tod, in Mesopotamia (now Iraq) in 1907. She spent much of her early life in the Ottoman Empire. There is a family photograph of her holding me as a tiny baby in her arms. She died in Edinburgh in 1965. In 1987 I decided to do a PhD at Cambridge. The subject was to be twentieth-century Italy, although I wasn’t sure exactly what I was going to study. My supervisor advised me to go to Milan. My first trip there was to stay with old friends of his in the former industrial neighbourhood of Sesto San Giovanni, on the northern edge of the city. This was my first experience of the great generosity of Italians and their willingness to talk about their own history (or even just to talk!). I also made the mistake of drinking an espresso after dinner, and spent a sleepless night as a consequence. It was as if I had imbibed pure electricity.

I returned in 1988 to start work on my thesis – on the First World War and its aftermath in Milan. I quickly began to learn Italian, mainly through listening to people talk, and reading. My stamping grounds were the beautiful libraries and archives of Milan, with their frescoes and comfortable wooden chairs. As I read about the Great War and fascism, I took in the city I was living in: its flatness, its mass of concrete, its hidden beauty. This was a place that was full of factories, but many of them were closed. It was also exotic, and glamorous. Another natural home was the stunning San Siro stadium, and its fervent fans. I would stay in Milan for more than twenty years, regularly commuting back to London to teach. During that time I grew to love Milan, and Italy. I had been seduced by what the journalist Luigi Barzini called Italy’s ‘fatal charm’.

It was an extraordinary time to live there, with political upheavals, World Cup victories (and defeats), mass immigration, and epochal transformations in society, politics and the cultural world. This book is the product of that double-decade, and of twenty years of teaching, reading and writing about Italy; it is the work of both an insider and outsider. I look at Italy both with the worldview of a non-Italian and also as someone with deep connections to Italian culture through residence, family, new and old friends, and twenty years of trying to understand the vicissitudes of il bel paese. My son Lorenzo was born in Milan in 1993. I also saw Italy through him, the schools he attended and his way of seeing things.

When historians attempt to write about this country, they often employ a master-theme or connecting thread to make sense of things. This could be the role of the family, or the relationship between citizens and the state, or the attempt to create ‘Italians’. This book has no such master-theme running through it. Thus, The Archipelago, a title that conjures up an image of a group of islands, uses stories, court cases, sporting events and biographies to paint a picture of a country. I see these fragments as a virtue, as the only way I could construct a history of modern Italy and communicate this to my readers.

Nonetheless, certain ideas and tropes do recur throughout this book. One is the idea of a divided country, fractured over its past and its present (as well as over a vision of its future). These divisions were both long term and short term, some reaching back to the very formation of the nation itself in the nineteenth century, others to fascism and the world wars fought in the twentieth century. There were also deep fractures between the north and the south, and the city and the countryside. Italians were divided over how to modernise Italy, or even whether it needed modernising at all.

Italy matters, and not just for Italians. Far from being at the margins of Europe, as is often claimed, it has always been at the centre of political innovation and change. Fascism originated in Italy after the First World War, and the country produced one of the most powerful and effective resistance movements against fascism in the 1940s. It drew up a post-war constitution that some see as one of the most elegant and carefully constructed in the world. Its post-war system has seen stunning and innovative developments in the political, economic and social spheres. This is a country from which we have much to learn, nel bene e nel male, as Italians say. Writing this book has been a journey into Italy’s past, but also into, perhaps, our own futures. Some lessons are there, I hope, in the pages that follow.

Italian history has often been thought about as a series of things that aren’t there – as a kind of wish list of what Italy doesn’t have. As John Agnew has argued, ‘The image of a backward Italy struggling (somehow) with modernity is a dominant representation of the country in the eyes of both Italian and foreign commentators.’1 Entire studies have argued that the nation should never have been born, that it is an ‘historical mistake’. The Archipelago rejects this way of seeing Italy. This is a history of real Italy: of what is actually there.

The Archipelago is an eclectic history, linked to my own preferences, experiences and passions. It is aimed at those who want to find out more, not at experts. It has been said that Italian history has been marked by short revolutions, and long counter-revolutions. At times since 1945 Italy has appeared to be on fast-forward, rushing towards the future, and at others it has almost seemed to stop altogether, or go backwards. It is also true that it is often individuals who change the course of history. Ordinary Italians changed their own country: a woman refusing to marry despite the pressures of convention and society, a psychiatrist saying ‘no’ to practices of repression and dehumanisation, a magistrate not bowing to political pressure, a priest determined to give even the poorest of children a decent education, a film-maker trying to create beauty from the chaos of war. These stories help us understand Italy, and its struggles over how to shape the lives of its people since 1945.





Introduction: 1945 – Year Zero




‘How much of ourselves had been eroded, extinguished?’

Primo Levi1



‘The night must pass.’

Eduardo De Filippo2



‘Nobody can deny the fact that … in this world torn apart by war there is trepidation now, more than ever before, about the life that will be born from so much death.’

Concetto Marchesi, April 19453


April 1945: much of Italy lay in ruins. The Nazi occupiers had been driven out, but the legacy of five years of war was everywhere. Other foreign powers, the Allies, who many viewed as liberators, were still around, despite the fact that the war was over. Some cities had been flattened, others were reduced to a primitive state. People lived off scraps in the street. Across the world, Italians were struggling to return home. Some had been part of defeated fascist forces, others had been deported on racial or political grounds, or for refusing to carry on fighting. Many failed to make it. A good few took months or even years to return, emaciated and unrecognisable, often presumed dead. On arrival, they found a country on its knees, lacerated by violence and an unprecedented crime wave. Basic institutions were on the verge of collapse. Prisons were not just lacking in locks: they had no doors. It wasn’t even clear where authority lay. Who was in charge, after all? King Vittorio Emanuele III, the Allies, the anti-fascist partisans?

Less than two years earlier, on 24 July 1943 at 5.20 p.m., five military policemen (carabinieri) had arrested Benito Mussolini in Rome. The carabinieri were loyal to the King (who had given the orders). It was the end of a regime – the last act of the double-decade dictatorship (il ventennio), as it would come to be known – but not the end of fascism. Mussolini’s fateful decision to enter the war in 1940 had been his undoing. Swift victories on the back of Nazi gains were soon undone by a series of humiliating defeats. The Allied bombing of Rome and invasion of Sicily in July 1943 forced the King into the drastic decision to bring down the dictator with whom he had governed Italy for so long.

Nazi troops took control of much of the country. The King fled south and formed a Kingdom of the South in liberated Italy. Mussolini was set up in a puppet government in the north. Over the next twenty months the country descended into a vicious civil war, alongside the conflict between the Allies and the German Army, and the anti-fascist Resistance. Italians fought Italians across the peninsula as anti-fascists and fascists divided along political and ideological lines. It was lacerating, as with all civil wars, and it left a bitter legacy of division and hatred. Meanwhile, thousands of Jews and political opponents were deported to camps in Germany and elsewhere, while aerial bombing struck most of the country. Invaded and humiliated, Italy struggled to maintain any kind of autonomy, with various figures claiming to be in power. When liberation from Nazi occupation and from fascism finally came for the whole of the country in April 1945, some argued that Italy had ceased to exist – that it had ‘died’ at some point during the war. Others, on the contrary, talked of rebirth, of a ‘new Italy’. Divisions emerged over the country’s history, even as it was being made.

When and how did the war finally end? Officially, villages, cities and regions were ‘liberated’ as the Allied armies moved their way up through Italy, from July 1943 in Sicily to April 1945 in the north. This ‘ending’, however, was messy and ambiguous. Official liberation did not signify that the war in Italy was over, and the interplay between the Allies, the Kingdom of the South (ruled over by the King and the anti-fascist parties), the Nazis and the Italian Fascists meant that it was unclear who was really in power until well after April 1945. The country was faced with an existential crisis. Meanwhile, the Catholic Church, which had remained neutral during the war, looked on with trepidation. A fragile government made up of the anti-fascist parties that had fought in the Resistance took power, but no elections had yet been held.

Violence against the defeated exploded after an official end to hostilities. In late April 1945 Benito Mussolini and his mistress were caught and executed by partisans in the small village of Giulino di Mezzegra near Lake Como. His body was then taken to Milan to be hung by the feet from a petrol station in a suburban square, the Piazzale Loreto, so that the people could see that he really was dead. Thousands of fascists and others were killed in this period of the so-called resa dei conti – ‘the settling of accounts’. Some (the luckier ones) merely had their heads shaved, or were marched through the streets. In a few more radical areas violence continued at a lower level throughout the 1940s and even into the early 1950s. It was then that the ‘class war’ aspect of the Resistance was at its most powerful. Guns were buried and kept ready for the ‘right moment’. Some were used in the meantime against priests, former fascists, factory owners or landlords. The idea that the revolution had merely been postponed was a strong one in certain sectors of the working class and peasantry.

The Return


Una mattina mi son svegliato / O bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao ciao ciao

(One morning I woke up / O bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao ciao ciao) (partisan song)


It took Primo Levi nine months to make it back from Auschwitz in Poland to his home town of Turin. He would later recount this odyssey in The Truce. In September 1943 Levi had been captured by Italian fascists soon after joining a tiny partisan group in the Valle d’Aosta on the border with France. He was twenty-four years old and had worked as a chemist briefly after completing his studies. Levi was held in a transit camp in Italy before being transported by train to Auschwitz. On his return, after recovering from his ordeal (at least physically) and finding work, Levi sat down in the evenings and began to write, or used time on his commute and during his lunch breaks. If This Is a Man, which first appeared in book form in 1947, is one of the great works of world literature. Its ‘preface’ begins with the extraordinary lines:


It was my good fortune to be deported to Auschwitz only in 1944, that is, after the German Government had decided, owing to the growing scarcity of labour, to lengthen the average lifespan of the prisoners destined for elimination; it conceded noticeable improvements in the camp routine and temporarily suspended killings at the whim of individuals.4


But Levi’s dark story of his ‘good fortune’ struggled to find an audience in post-war Italy. Notoriously, the manuscript was turned down by the prestigious Turinese publisher Einaudi (controversy still rages on as to why and how this rejection took place) and first appeared in an edition of just two thousand or so copies with a minor publisher. Many of the unsold copies of this first edition found their way to Florence where they would be destroyed by a devastating flood in 1966. Einaudi would later change its mind, but the debate over their refusal to publish If This Is a Man in 1946–7 burst into the open again after Levi’s death in 1987. Fingers were pointed and denials were made. Whatever the individual responsibility, this affair was a powerful indicator of the minor role played by the Holocaust in post-war Italy, and the strong desire to forget (or not talk about) what had happened, even on the left, and even amongst intellectuals on the left from within the Jewish community. The novelist Giorgio Bassani captured some of these issues in his short story, ‘A Plaque in Via Mazzini’, in which a Holocaust survivor returns to Ferrara to find that he has been included on a plaque of victims. Soon there are whispers that he is ‘too fat’ to be a real deportee. It took decades for the true extent of the Italian Holocaust, and the role of different groups of Italians as perpetrators, bystanders or victims, to emerge with any force.

Cycling Back to Normality

Fausto Coppi won the Giro d’Italia, Italy’s equivalent of the Tour de France, on 9 June 1940 at the age of just twenty (the first of his five victories). The day after his unexpected triumph, Mussolini declared war on France and Great Britain. A conscript, Coppi fought briefly in the doomed African campaign before being taken prisoner by the British. He finally returned to Italy in 1945, arriving in Naples. A public appeal was made by a local newspaper to get him a bicycle. He then proceeded to try and get back to his home in the village of Castellania in northern Italy, hundreds of miles away. His journey was made in the way he knew best, cycling, on his own. When he walked in the door, after an adventurous journey, his mother was amazed to see him alive.

Coppi lost no time in building up his fitness and in March 1946 he entered the Milan-San Remo, one of Italy’s most celebrated one-day classic races and the event that kicks off the cycling season. Huge crowds lined the route. Coppi broke from the field just outside Milan and rode most of the race on his own. He later emerged, dusty and alone, from the tunnel that marks the pass above San Remo. At that point, victory was assured. Pierre Chany, the celebrated French cycling journalist, later wrote these words in a book called Les Rendez-vous du cyclisme, ou Arriva Coppi:


The tunnel was of modest dimensions, just 7-metres long, but on 19 March 1946 it assumed exceptional proportions in the eyes of the world. That day it was six years in length and lost in the gloom of the war … A rumbling was heard from the depths of those six years and suddenly there appeared in the light of day an olive-greenish car stirring up a cloud of dust. ‘Arriva Coppi’ the messenger announced, a revelation only the initiated had foreseen.5


Coppi won the race by fourteen minutes and Italian radio played music in the interval while the commentators waited for the other cyclists to turn up. It was an almost superhuman sporting achievement. Six years had passed since his previous victory. Coppi’s war, and that of most Italians, was finally over.

Gino Bartali had also had an interesting war. A great cyclist in the 1930s, the Tuscan rider had won the Tour de France in 1938 and the Giro d’Italia in 1939. During the conflict Bartali smuggled forged documents across central Italy hidden in his bike frame. The documents were then used to save hundreds of Jews from capture and deportation. Bartali rarely spoke about this activity. A Catholic and anti-fascist (he refused to wear the black shirt, despite pressure from the regime), Bartali was known as ‘the pious one’ as well as ‘the man of iron’. He was also on the starting line in that 1946 Milan-San Remo race – but way behind Coppi at the finish. Soon, a great rivalry would divide Italians into Coppiani and Bartaliani. The 1946 Giro d’Italia – renamed the ‘Giro of Rebirth’ – took place against the background of the war, with tiny crosses marking the dead by roadsides, temporary bridges and bomb damage. Bartali won, by just 46 seconds, Coppi was second, and Italy was transfixed.

One rider who could not compete in the 1946 Giro was Fiorenzo Magni, who hailed from a small town called Vaiano near Prato in Tuscany. Magni was due to go on trial for his alleged role during the war on the fascist side, and was temporarily banned from professional cycling. He was accused of taking part in a fascist round-up of partisans, three of whom were killed. Cleared by the courts, he would return to the sport and achieve great success. Magni’s murky wartime record was another reminder of the way in which politics and history were deeply intertwined with sport and other forms of popular culture. This story would continue to haunt Magni for the whole post-war period. He never referred to the war again in any public statement.

Big stars rarely won on their own – they needed faithful gregari, or support-riders. Andrea Carrea had survived the hell of Buchenwald after being deported there during the war, and he was also forced to undergo a horrific ‘march of death’ across the snow. He returned to Italy weighing a mere 40 kilos. After that, cycling up a few mountains seemed almost pleasurable. Carrea took up professional cycling and became Coppi’s most faithful gregario. The life and sporting stories of Coppi, Bartali, Magni and Carrea exemplify how the war impacted on people’s lives in a variety of ways, even within one restricted realm of professional sport, and how any return to normality was heavily patterned by experiences during the conflict.

1946: Viva Toscanini!

By the time the war ended, much of Italy had been destroyed – both physically and psychologically. Reconstruction was needed at every level – from buildings wiped out by bombing across the peninsula, to the moral and political legacy of more than twenty years of dictatorship that included five years of total war. On 15 August 1943 an Allied bomb had smashed through the roof of the world’s most famous opera house – La Scala – in the centre of Milan. The ruins were untouched during the war itself – with a large hole in the ceiling of the famous auditorium. But as soon as the conflict was over, the authorities set about rebuilding this magnificent space. Plans were put in place for the return of Italy’s most celebrated musical exile – the great conductor Arturo Toscanini.

Toscanini accepted La Scala’s invitation with great enthusiasm. ‘I am proud to return,’ he wrote, ‘as a citizen of free Italy and not as a subject of the Kings and Princes of the House of Savoy.’6 Toscanini was a dedicated Republican, and his return coincided with the campaign around the abolition of the monarchy. It is said that the royal symbols were stripped from the royal box in the opera house and retired musicians were given the best seats in the house. Toscanini was seventy-nine years old, but still at the height of his powers. His return was also a political one. In 1931 he had been physically attacked by fascists for his refusal to play the Fascist hymn, Giovinezza, during a concert in Bologna, and had been forced into exile in the United States. Thereafter he became a beacon for anti-fascists across the world. When the fascist regime fell in the summer of 1943, people had openly called for Toscanini to return. His homecoming was therefore pregnant with powerful symbolism. As one commentator, Giulio Confalonieri, wrote at the end of the war, ‘some people were surprised not to see Toscanini, or his head, emerge from an American tank’.7 It was clear that this would be no ordinary concert.

On 11 May 1946 the so-called ‘Concert of Reconstruction’ took place in Milan. This was a moment of reconstruction in a literal sense – La Scala now had a new roof, and could host a concert – but also one of moral and political rebirth. Toscanini played a key role in both these forms of reconstruction. It is said that funds raised by benefit concerts conducted by Toscanini were used to fund part of the building costs. He also gave a million lire from his own pocket. There were still doubts as to whether the theatre’s famed acoustics had been maintained intact, but Toscanini clapped his hands on entering the auditorium and allegedly exclaimed ‘it’s still my La Scala’. The highlight of the concert was a magisterial and moving performance of the ‘Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves’ from Verdi’s Nabucco – a nod back to Italy’s unification in the nineteenth century and the political role of opera in that period. Later in the concert a twenty-four-year-old debutante soprano, Renata Tebaldi, caused a sensation. She had been selected by Toscanini himself for the occasion. A star was born.

As the journalist Filippo Sacchi wrote:


It was a popular concert in the Italian sense of the word. Toscanini intended it to appeal to the people, the humble people of the streets. That evening the concert-hall had been connected up with loudspeakers placed outside about the Piazza della Scala and in the great Piazza del Duomo. Seated on the steps, on the pavement, perched on railings and on refuse bins, a dense crowd listened rapturously: humble folk from the overcrowded dwellings nearby … the bombed suburbs. They were workmen, artisans, small shop-keepers; whole families with their children, young mothers with their babies asleep in their arms.8


This event became world news. A paper in Broken Hill in the Australian outback reported that ‘weeping women attempted to kiss the conductor’s hands while armed Italian military police tried to clear the street’.9 The concert was also transmitted live on the radio and recorded (in crackly quality) for posterity.10 Toscanini had left Italy under fascism. He returned to a nation where people were able to choose their own destiny.

Paisà


‘We were surrounded by a whole new race of people, who seemed to be drawing hope from the very hopelessness of their situation. There were ruins, trees, scenes of disaster and loss and everywhere a wild spirit of reconstruction.’

Federico Fellini11


Italians tried to make sense of the experience of war and liberation through culture and art. In January 1946 the director Roberto Rossellini began to shoot a film that would be called Paisà or Paisan.12 It was to be a film in six episodes, the follow-up to his path-breaking Rome, Open City (1945), which had depicted the capital city under Nazi occupation and had made waves across the world, winning the Cannes Film Festival and running for nearly two years in New York. Filming on Paisà was difficult, with blackouts and numerous supply difficulties. A power generator left by the retreating Germans was a life-saver. The film moved up Italy from south to north, mirroring the way the Allies themselves had fought their way up through the country between 1943 and 1945. Real experiences on location interacted with what Italy had become in part thanks to the war, while the film that was made was a set of stories set in the immediate past. These two periods (the making of the film, and the film itself) were often juxtaposed: ex-partisans played partisans, and friars represented friars. Memories were so fresh you could touch them. Rossellini was telling history as it was happening.

He plucked his cast from the streets. A fifteen-year-old fisherman’s daughter – Carmela Sazio – was recruited for the first episode, set in Sicily. Rossellini later described Sazio as ‘a little animal … not understanding anything, moving only by impulsions’.13 She never made another film. German POWs were also used as characters in the film. Some of the story was invented during the filming itself. Federico Fellini, who was working on the film as an assistant director (and would go on to become one of the most celebrated of all film directors between the 1950s and 1980s), came across a local monastery in the same location as where the first episode was shot, a small town near Amalfi. It was a place that seemed to be out of time. Fellini duly wrote the script for a new episode, set in a monastery.

The next stage was Naples, which had experienced heavy bombing, occupation and hardship during the war. Rossellini shot scenes in caves that were being used by those displaced by the conflict. Fellini remembered how ‘Rossellini pursued his film in the middle of the streets, with allied tanks passing one metre from us … with people crying and screaming from the windows, with hundreds of people around us trying to sell us something or steal something from us.’14 Shooting went right on into June, then the money ran out. The production was kept going through loans and handouts. Like Italy itself, these film-makers were struggling to make ends meet.

Editing continued during the making of the film, which was also a ‘moral ascent through the peninsula’.15 One night Fellini found Rossellini staring at a tiny editing screen. ‘The images were silent,’ he wrote, ‘you heard only the buzz of the film rolls. Enchanted, I stayed there watching. What I saw seemed to me to have that lightness, mystery, grace, and simplicity that cinema so rarely manages to attain.’16 Fellini continued:


The troupe of people working on Paisà travelled through an Italy they scarcely knew, because for twenty years we’d been in the grip of a political regime which had literally blindfolded us. But at the same time as this moving discovery of my own country, I realised that the cinema miraculously made a big, double game possible: to recount a story and, while telling it, personally to live another, an adventure, in the company of characters as extraordinary as those of the film being made – often even more fascinating – and which would be evoked in another film, in a spiral of invention and life, observation and creativity, simultaneously spectator and actor, puppeteer and puppet.17


Making Paisà was a form of rebirth. Its raw material was found in the ruins.

Next up was Florence, which had lost all but one of its bridges during the war. This episode was set during the time of the Resistance, in the final days of the conflict, and told a story that was in part about a British woman looking for a partisan leader in a divided city. Rossellini and Fellini discussed their ideas for the film with the former partisans in Florence. This episode depicted events that were fresh in the minds of many Italians, including the summary shooting of fascists and the deaths of so many young men and women on both sides of the conflict.

The final episode was shot in the vast expanses of water of the Po Delta, in the north of the country. Former partisans were employed as ‘actors’. The episode begins with dead partisans floating down the river, held up by signs around their necks saying ‘partigiano’. This had happened during the war when it was a tactic used by the Nazis as a warning to others. The French critic André Bazin wrote that the Po Delta in Rossellini’s film ‘resembles oral rather than written literature, a sketch rather than a painting. Even the roughness of the camera movements contributes to the effect … they make us feel that everything we see is from a human point of view’.18 Paisà ends with the splashes of partisans pushed into the water with their hands tied behind their back. It was not a heroic vision of the war, or the Resistance. The critics were less than enthusiastic about Paisà. But in Paris, Rossellini’s film caused a sensation. Out of tragedy, and death and destruction, Rossellini and Fellini had created poetry; they had also reinvented cinema itself. It was not by any means a heroic view of the past. Italy’s future would be built around these stories of suffering, martyrdom and ordinary heroism.

Republic of the Dead

Italians had lived through total war, at home and abroad. The dead were everywhere, and bodies would re-emerge literally and symbolically in the post-war period. Italy’s wartime experiences had left the country with millions of widows and hundreds of thousands of orphans. The trauma was widespread and enduring, and on a national scale. Some saw the dead and their memory as the very basis upon which the Republic had been founded. Piero Calamandrei, legal expert and anti-fascist, wrote of ‘those who fell at our sides, or in prison and on the gallows, in the mountains and down on the plains, in the Russian steppes and on African sand, in the seas and the deserts’.19 They could not be ignored.

Wounds remained open, and physical ruins remained untouched for years. People scrawled ‘This is due to the war’ on bombed ruins in Rome. Cities and streets were marked by gaps and holes. Moreover, selective and politicised forms of memory politics meant that many ordinary victims of war were ignored. Some victims were always more important than others. The million or so Italian soldiers who refused to fight for Hitler after September 1943 and who were interned in Germany and elsewhere for their collective ‘no’ were largely ignored. Victims of Allied bombing didn’t fit coherent narratives, so they were also excised from official histories. Official memories struggled to reflect the often contradictory realities of the war experience. Complicated memorial landscapes emerged across Italy (endless plaques, memorials, anniversaries, gravestones) that were subject to constant discussion and revision. Italy was at peace, but by no means at peace with its past. ‘Memory wars’ – ongoing battles over Italy’s understanding and interpretation of its own past – would break out during the post-war period. Not all the dead were the same, nor were they remembered in the same way. And some of the dead were very problematic indeed.

The Duce’s Body

No cadaver had as much power as that of Mussolini himself. Fascism was officially over, but it was still ever-present – carved into the very fabric of Italian cities and through the propaganda of the small but not insignificant Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI), a neo-fascist party created in 1946 by politicians who had worked under the former regime. On 22 April 1946, as a revolt raged in Milan’s vast San Vittore prison (used previously by the regime to imprison oppositionists and by the Nazis to hold Jews and others before deportation), Il Duce’s body vanished from its unmarked grave in a vast municipal cemetery to the north of the city. Persons unknown had taken Mussolini’s corpse from its supposedly secret resting place less than a year after his death. Soon, it became clear that the body snatchers were themselves fascists, and their ghoulish act was a political one. It was a propaganda coup on the eve of the first anniversary of the liberation. The group, led by a young fascist called Domenico Leccisi, called themselves the Partito Fascista Democratico and had published a journal, Lotta fascista (‘Fascist Struggle’). A bizarre message had been left in the empty grave: ‘Finally, Oh Duce, you are with us. We will cover you with roses, but the smell of your virtue will overpower those roses.’ The theft had a profound effect on public opinion and made worldwide news. ‘Mussolini Has Been Stolen’, screamed the headlines of local and national papers.

The symbolic and shocking nature of the grave robbery, along with a series of other demonstrations of fascist ‘faith’ (for example, on 1 May 1946 a fascist group occupied a Rome radio station and broadcast the fascist hymn Giovinezza), was clear. The fascists had not gone away. Rumours circulated about the whereabouts of the former dictator’s body. Was it being taken to Rome? Was it already abroad? Had it reached his birthplace, Predappio, in Emilia? For the fascists the invincibility myths built up during Mussolini’s twenty-year rule had to be preserved and respected. For the anti-fascists these myths were at the basis of the desire to treat fascist corpses (particularly Mussolini’s) with intense disrespect.

Alternative martyrs had quickly emerged as examples of heroism and sacrifice for a new democratic nation. In June 1924 the Socialist parliamentary deputy Giacomo Matteotti had been murdered by a fascist gang in the centre of Rome. His body was dumped in a wood. Anti-fascists succeeded in keeping Matteotti’s memory alive during the period of the dictatorship through pilgrimages to the places where he was abducted and killed and where his body was hidden, and by the (illegal) celebration of key dates associated with the martyred politician. Not surprisingly, Piazza Matteotti or Via Matteotti were the most common denominations for new squares and streets across the country after liberation. The Socialist martyr was a powerful patron for a new anti-fascist state.

The dead also came home, as Italy’s anti-fascists were brought back from abroad for reburial. Filippo Turati had been a towering figure on the left, a reformist Socialist forced into exile in 1926. He died in Paris in 1932 and was buried in Père Lachaise cemetery. In 1948 his ashes and the remains of another lofty Socialist from the pre-fascist era, Claudio Treves, were handed over by French Socialists in Paris to an Italian delegation. There was then a further ceremony at the Italian-Swiss border. Turati’s and Treves’s remains travelled to Milan by train and were then driven slowly to the City Hall, Palazzo Marino, where their ashes were put on display, alongside two large photographs of the men, surrounded by red flags. The next day the ashes were taken through the city again, and plaques were unveiled at their former homes. Michael Foot from the British Labour Party was among those attending the ceremony. Various high-level politicians and family members, as well as many socialists from the pre-fascist era, were also present. Prime Minister Alcide De Gasperi (decidedly not a Socialist) made a speech that attracted boos and whistles but also applause. The coffin bearers included Sandro Pertini, a future President of Italy. Finally, the remains of Turati and Treves were reburied in the city’s beautiful Cimitero Monumentale, accompanied by a vast crowd of supporters and mourners. Later, the remains of the Rosselli brothers, Carlo and Nello, murdered in France on Mussolini’s orders in 1937, were returned for reburial in 1951. Others forced into exile came back to play a part in democratic Italy, such as the anti-fascist historian Gaetano Salvemini and many Communist and Socialist politicians, as well as a number of future Christian Democrats.

Italy’s dead were part of contemporary political struggles and battles over memory – on both sides of the divide. The search for viable martyrs was a constant one – as was the battle over who should become a martyr. In August 1946 what remained of Mussolini’s illustrious corpse was finally tracked down to a church outside Milan. Two Franciscan monks (one the brother of the city’s fascist former prefect) were charged with hiding the body. During the intervening sixteen weeks Mussolini’s corpse had been kept on the move, variously hidden in a villa, a monastery and a convent. The difficulties faced by Italy’s fragile new democracy in dealing with the power of Mussolini’s legacy, even in the guise of his corpse, summed up its weakness in constructing a new state, its lack of legitimacy in the eyes of many Italians, and the continuing fear of a return to fascism.20
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