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Rediscovering Cityness 
in the Adriatic Borderland

Imagining cultural citizenship in Rijeka and Trieste 
across the long twentieth century

Milou van Hout

Since the nineteenth century, urban intellectuals, purveyors of culture, politicians, 
and policymakers in the Adriatic have imagined and represented urban societies 
as one among a number of possible paths through which their different political 
worlds and identities can compromise and coexist. This study concerns how a range 
of cultural and political actors have created their city, its histories, its material 
landscapes, and its imaginations. It explores how, as city-makers, they imagined 
and experienced Trieste’s and Rijeka’s distinct cityness—often inspired by a past 
of flourishing ‘cosmopolitan’ free-port cities—in relation to political turmoil and 
shifting borders in the wider Adriatic region over the course of the long twentieth 
century. 

It argues that these practices of imagining a distinct sense of cityness have 
provided inhabitants of the Adriatic with alternative forms of belonging and 
strategic ways of navigating among the different political worlds they inhabit. This 
study critically unpacks some of the processes through which Rijeka and Trieste 
have been ‘cosmopolitanized’ and highlights how cultural narratives of cityness 
invoked new forms of urban cultural citizenship in the Adriatic borderland. 
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Een toekomst bestaat bij de gratie van een verleden dat vergeten moet worden [...]. Maar 
wanneer het verleden ruiste van baljurken en rinkelde van juwelen en een komen en gaan was 

van prinsen, gravinnen, ambassadeurs en groot-industriëlen en wanneer de herinnering aan het 
verleden de droom is van het heden, is toekomst niets anders dan iets wat ten overvloede nog 
wordt toegevoegd aan al wat is geweest. Dan verwatert de tijd tot hij zozeer is verdund dat 

niemand er nog iets mee kan.

A future exists by the grace of  a past that should be forgotten … Yet, when 
the past was a rustling of  ball gowns and tinkling of  jewelry and a coming and 

going of  princes, countesses, ambassadors and large industrialists and when the 
memory of  the past is the dream of  the present, the future is nothing more than 
a superfluous addition to all that has been. Then time is watered down until it is 

too diluted to be of  use to anyone anymore.

Ilja Leonard Pfeiffer, Grand Hotel Europa (2018)

Ons verleden, ons heden en onze toekomst zijn ons ontnomen. Er is nooit een toekomst geweest, 
want die heeft reeds plaatsgevonden. De toekomst vond plaats doordat nog eenmaal—op een 

heel eigen manier—het verleden plaatsvond.

Our past, our present and our future have been taken from us. There has never 
been a future, because it has already taken place. The future has taken place 

because, once more—in a quite particular manner—the past has taken place.

Dubravka Ugrešić, De cultuur van leugens (Dutch Trans. Roel Schuyt, 1995)
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Note on geographies, names, and citations 
in a multi-lingual borderland

As a matter of  course, research in a borderland involves a plurality of  
languages and various names, in a variety of  languages, all denoting one 
and the same person or place.
 For consistency, in this study I refer to the city of  Rijeka by its 
present-day Croatian name. Until roughly World War Two, the city was 
commonly known as Fiume in Italian, German, and most other languages. 
Historically, Fiume was smaller than contemporary Rijeka. Its geography 
was quite different. The neighboring towns of  Sušak and Trsat, which 
stand on the southern side of  the river Rječina, were only incorporated 
into Rijeka in 1947. Today, despite being neighborhoods of  the wider city, 
the towns’ residents are still aware of  their distinct historical identity, as is 
reflected in their public discourse. As for the other city addressed centrally 
in this study, I shall refer to ‘Trieste’ in Italian, which is commonly used in 
English too. The city is also known as ‘Trst’ in Slovenian, Croatian, and 
Serbian, and ‘Triest’ in Hungarian and German.
 As for historical individuals’ names, I have followed the forms 
common in the locality and period in question. Translations are mine, 
unless noted otherwise in the endnotes. I have translated Italian, Croatian, 
Slovenian, and German citations into English. The original texts are 
provided in the endnotes. I have reproduced sources in Trieste’s triestino 
and Rijeka’s fiumano dialects, accompanied by an English translation. The 
complexities entailed in managing and translating the many languages 
of  this Adriatic borderland underlines the skill of  scholars from (and of) 
this region. As an ‘outsider’ from another region of  Europe, I can only 
attempt to approximate the sophisticated intercultural dynamics of  this 
multilingual domain. I have tried my best, shortcomings notwithstanding.



Map 1 - The Adriatic borderland



Map 2 - Trieste

Map 3 - Rijeka
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The urban worlds of  the 
bronze poet

Preface

Across from the fountain of  the Piazza della Borsa in Trieste, the statue 
of  a poet sits on a low concrete bench. The bronze poet, lost in a book 
and leaning on a pile of  other volumes, stands before the stock exchange, 
Trieste’s economic centre. Well before it was installed in September 2019, 
the statue had caused a considerable furore in the city. The poet figured in 
the statue was Gabriele D’Annunzio, an author of  nationalistic prose in 
the style of  decadent aestheticism. He became famous around the world in 
1919, when he led the occupation of  the neighboring city, Fiume (present 
day Rijeka). Having instituted an avant-garde free state, which lasted 
for fifteen months, D’Annunzio left the city in a state of  greater social-
political chaos than when he had entered it. The nationalistic rhetoric 
of  this remarkable literary figure paved the way for the radical political 
Fascism that took hold in interwar Italy. The bronze statue matters not 
only because of  D’Annunzio’s role in Fascism historically. Indeed, the 
statue was especially controversial because he is being taken up again 
today as a symbolic figure by Italian neo-Fascist politics.1 

Invoked and remade for present purposes, D’Annunzio continues 
to stir up emotions one hundred years after his intervention in the 
Adriatic borderland. Whereas Trieste’s mayor insisted that the political 
connotations of  the statue in the Piazza della Borsa were minimal, citizens 
turned against its arrival by starting a petition. While some saw the statue 
as no more than a reminder of  an avant-garde writer, others felt that it 
bolstered extreme right-wing Fascist voices in both Trieste and Italy more 
broadly. To them, giving D’Annunzio cultural prominence dishonored 
the reputation of  Trieste as a city: ‘it would mean to declare to everyone 
that this city wants to unite around values that are contrary to inclusion, 
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and make a world of  exclusion, chauvinism and imperialism even more 
real (Kirchner Reill in: Marcolin 2019a).2 Historians both at home and 
abroad, local writers, artists, journalists, and politicians, and the mayors 
of  both Trieste and Rijeka, all took positions on the bronze poet, which 
the cities’ media eagerly recorded.3 The official inauguration of  the 
statue even elicited the condemnation of  both the Croatian president 
and minister of  foreign affairs, who claimed that it celebrates irredentism 
(Vladisavljevic 2019).
 By the ‘Adriatic borderland,’ I mean the region along the northern 
Adriatic coast, along the Istrian peninsula, which today includes parts 
of  Italy, Croatia, and Slovenia. From the 1990s onward, this borderland 
has been discussed intensively through the rhetorical lenses of  re-
unification and Europeanization. Nevertheless, D’Annunzio’s statue was 
sufficiently provocative to open up unresolved tensions around borders 
and ideological divisions in the region. The controversy threw into relief  
the roles played by historical actors and contemporary intellectuals in 
the area’s complex identity politics. Moreover, the heated discussions 
served to highlight how the past is continually reimagined in the context 
of  contemporary border and identity politics in this region. Further still, 
they also emphasized the significance of  Trieste, Rijeka, and their urban 
landscapes in contemporary re-mappings of  identity, history, and ideology 
in the Adriatic borderland. On the one hand, Trieste’s and Rijeka’s pasts 
have been marked by extreme politics and radical nationalism. Two 
especially salient examples are the months during which Rijeka (then 
Fiume) was occupied by D’Annunzio and his avant-garde troops, and 
Mussolini’s promulgation of  racial laws in Trieste in 1938 (after this, the 
city was considered Italy’s most Fascist city). On the other hand, however, 
local intellectuals have tended to present the pair of  cities as islands 
of  multiculturalism, diversity, tolerance, and above all autonomy in an 
otherwise politicized reality. The international reputation of  Claudio 
Magris, probably Trieste’s most famous contemporary intellectual, 
reflects a wider sense that Trieste is a microcosm of  the mosaic of  cultural 
fault lines that is Europe. In line with this same discourse, in 2020 Rijeka 
was accorded the title of  European Capital of  Culture under the telling 
slogan of  ‘Port of  Diversity.’
 This study attempts to identify the dynamics of  an ongoing 
process. Some six years ago, when I first undertook research on the 
Adriatic region, Gabriele D’Annunzio was at most a figure of  the past, 
whose history was rather to be forgotten. The story of  his statue—
installed in Trieste but depicting a figure belonging to the history of  
Rijeka—has a significance that extends beyond the Adriatic region. It 
provides a snapshot of  a history in the making, a new narrative through 
which cultural practitioners enroll the past as a means of  engaging in 
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contemporary political projects and processes. This study is motivated 
by the conviction that it is not only important to explain how the past is 
relived and appropriated for contemporary political purposes, whether 
those be nationalist (or directly Fascist), neoliberal or cosmopolitan. What 
is more crucial, perhaps, is to understand why such reworkings of  the past 
in the present emerge, to what ends they are engaged, and what sorts of  
urban cultural politics they make possible. This study aims to provide 
answers to these questions through the kaleidoscope of  two Adriatic 
border cities. In so doing, I hope to advance our understanding of  how 
some of  the crucial concerns of  contemporary European societies and 
polities—namely historicity, belonging, identity politics, and borders—
are negotiated in urban contexts.
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Introduction

Since the nineteenth century, urban intellectuals, purveyors of  
culture, politicians, and policymakers in the Adriatic have imagined 
and represented urban societies as one among a number of  possible 
paths through which their different political worlds and identities 
can compromise and coexist. These so-called city-makers shape the 
imaginations of  the city. This study concerns how a range of  cultural and 
political actors have created their city, its histories, its material landscapes, 
and its imaginations. It explores how, as city-makers, they imagined and 
experienced Trieste’s and Rijeka’s urbanity—or, rather what I shall term 
their distinct cityness—in relation to political turmoil and shifting borders 
in the wider Adriatic region over the course of  the long twentieth century.

Questions of  citizenship, identity, and belonging have been 
increasingly salient in the multilingual Adriatic borderland from the late 
nineteenth century, during which the region underwent a move from 
imperial to national rule. This region, in which Trieste and Rijeka are the 
main urban centers, can be understood as a microcosm in which some 
of  twentieth century Europe’s most pressing border issues and changes 
took place. Whereas the cities have long served as major European ports 
in global trade and migration, in the twentieth century the Adriatic 
region experienced a series of  sudden discontinuities: the Habsburg 
Empire disappeared and nation-states emerged; new ideologies including 
nationalism, Fascism, Nazism, and Communism established new 
battlegrounds; the Cold War polarized the region between ‘East’ and 
‘West’; before the onset of  Europeanizing politics, democratization, re-
unification, and EU membership. 
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While most scholarship has examined Trieste and Rijeka as 
indelibly shaped by the wider geopolitics of  the region (which is certainly 
the case), my study places the focus more specifically on the distinct urban 
imaginations that have shaped this Adriatic borderland. In particular, 
it highlights how inspired by a past of  flourishing ‘cosmopolitan’ free-
port cities, nineteenth- as well as twentieth- and twenty-first century 
city-makers created new urban imaginations, often in direct opposition 
to contemporary politics of  nationalism. The study explores, then, how 
generations of  city-makers have remade cultural narratives of  Trieste’s 
and Rijeka’s pasts by grounding these narratives in the urban landscape, 
and using such narratives to reposition the cities amid the wider border 
dynamics and politics of  the region. In such narratives, the notion of  
Trieste’s and Rijeka’s distinct ‘cityness’ has been crucial, invoked to 
imagine new forms of  urban cultural citizenship. In my analysis, I have 
chosen to adopt the notion of  ‘cityness’ as developed by Saskia Sassen, in 
contrast to the more commonly used ‘urbanity’ for, as Sassen (2010, 13-
14) argues, it makes possible to ‘capture something that otherwise might 
easily get lost,’ thus, to capture the open process of  creation. Cityness 
functions ‘as a tool and as an intersection of  differences which may open 
to something new, namely, other ways of  appropriation of  public spaces’ 
(ibid.). Accordingly, cityness emphasizes intersectionality and the capacity 
to make novel urban conditions.4

 Trieste and Rijeka are often seen as sister cities on account of  
their common past as autonomous imperial ports. During the twentieth 
century, however, their trajectories diverged. This produced two different 
urban imaginations: whereas Trieste is embedded in a distinctly literary 
discourse, Rijeka is associated to a discourse of  cultural politics. To 
compare imaginations of  the urban past in the two cities, then, is to 
map diverse acts of  cultural citizenship, to show how urban narratives 
and discourses are historically constructed and grounded in the urban 
landscape.
 The chapters presented in this study focus on three crucial 
dimensions of  urban place-making and practices of  cityness: first, the 
historical process that underlies urban imaginations; second, how cultural 
policy provides an impetus for urban place-making; and third, the spaces 
and places of  cityness and urban encounter. In exploring on how urban 
imaginations of  both cities draw upon narratives of  the past, which are 
then articulated and contested in the contemporary urban landscape, this 
study nuances critical scholarship on experience of  historicity, belonging, 
and citizenship in the Adriatic borderland. It shows how a distinct sense 
of  cityness remained crucial in negotiating multiple forms of  belonging in 
the Adriatic borderland during the long twentieth century. These senses 
of  cityness have persisted in cultural citizenship.
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Belonging, citizenship, and nationality in the adriatic

This study of  sense of  cityness in the medium-sized Adriatic towns of  
Trieste and Rijeka is situated against the background of  a key historical 
development around Europe’s understanding of  identity, citizenship, and 
belonging. Having begun in the second half  of  the eighteenth century, 
it defined much of  the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and remains 
a central condition of  political debates today. I am referring, here, to 
the emergence of  the ‘modern’ citizen, articulated through nationality 
and the increasing accepted belief  that national citizenship should be 
coextensive with state boundaries.
 The Europe-wide revolutions that followed in the wake of  the 
1789 French Revolution altered existing conceptions of  citizenship. 
Whereas city rights had previously been accorded to privileged citizens, 
this period saw the birth of  new social rights, premised on notions of  
freedom, social justice, and inclusivity (Prak 2018, 5-18; Isin and Turner 
2002). Citizenship concerns the relations among people and a state, 
mutual rights and obligations, and, more fundamentally, ‘the right to 
claim rights.’5 Recent historical studies of  citizenship have emphasized 
that, contrary to what had been assumed, citizens’ rights and participation 
did not necessarily improve in the aftermath of  the French Revolution. 
The emergence of  citizenship should rather be seen as a bumpy path, 
which often led as much to the centralization of  national authority as 
popular involvement (see Prak 2018, 3, 302-306; Peverelli 2019). Indeed, 
increasingly from the nineteenth century onwards, networks of  writers, 
artists, and intellectuals across Europe fostered and promulgated national 
consciousness: that is, an awareness of  (often constructed) national pasts 
and shared cultures. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, these 
discourses would give rise to nationalism as a political ideology of  state.6 
Whereas initially national consciousness was premised on citizens’ sense 
of  belonging and historical consciousness, the politicization of  nationality 
altered the meaning of  the term ‘citizen,’ which came to involve juridical 
recognition and status as member of  a national community. Despite many 
different interpretations of  the relations among forms of  citizenship and 
nationality in various times and places, in nineteenth century Europe 
citizenship generally referred to a sense of  belonging to a national 
homeland bound to a particular territorial space.7

 The convergence of  citizenship and nationality did not go 
unchallenged, particularly in Europe’s borderlands. The rise of  national 
consciousness has been especially problematic in border regions, 
where people often harbor plural national attachments that must be 
negotiated. Intellectuals and politicians often ended up ‘stammering 
the nation’ in that they had great difficulties ‘carving out a space for 
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themselves in between patrias [homelands], and in living bilingualism 
and multi-patriotism’ (Zanou 2018, 3). It is now well known that not only 
politicians but historians and geographers too played important roles in 
the nationalization of  Europe’s states. Indeed, these figures recast state 
histories and territories according to nationally determined narratives 
(see, e.g., Beck 2007). There is nothing self-evident, linear, or natural 
about the path towards a Europe of  nationalized states: forging it required 
continual cultural work.
 Recently, research has focused on nation-states’ regions, 
especially border regions, a key development that has allowed for ‘a 
more multidimensional understanding of  the relationship between 
nationalism, sovereignty, self-determination and democratic governance’ 
(Nimni 2009, 319). Historians have demonstrated how regions actively 
propagated regional particularity during the nineteenth century.8 Brittany, 
for instance, developed a distinct identity for the sake of  regional touristic 
promotion. The cause of  other regions such as Catalonia or the Basque 
Country, however, resulted in highly politicized and often violent struggles 
for autonomy (and as such adapting into a nationalized discourse of  the 
region) (Young 2012; Conversi 1997). Research on multiethnic border 
regions—including Upper Silesia, Galicja, South Tyrol, and Alsace—
has shown that, when it comes to the needs and ambitions of  stateless 
nations, the model of  the nation-state is not always feasible (Bartov and 
Weitz 2013; Karch 2018; Nemes 2016; Weismann 2017; Bialasiewicz 
2003). Inhabitants of  the Polish-German border region of  Upper Silesia, 
for example, often saw their region as a unified land, characterized by 
bilingualism (Polish and German) and religion (Catholicism), which 
provided for multiple loyalties (Karch 2018). What is more, scholars have 
highlighted how nationality was not an issue of  absolute significance 
in nineteenth-century citizens’ everyday lives. Nationalism’s political 
foremen may have pursued complete commitment to the cause among 
the populace—but many people remained indifferent (Ballinger 2012; 
Zahra 2010; Cole 2012; Bresciani 2019).
 In the Adriatic region during the nineteenth century, questions of  
nationality and citizenship were largely regulated through the institutions 
of  the imperial Habsburg state. The imperial state was endowed with 
mythical significance, and citizens had a common sense of  belonging 
to the empire. Continuity—in politics, social relations, and historical 
development—was guaranteed by the state.9 As in the case of  Upper 
Silesia above, citizens of  the Habsburg Empire identified with categories 
such as social status or religion, which were non-ethnic and more local than 
national or imperial. With the increasing rise of  national consciousness 
in the late Habsburg era, however, national loyalties largely existed 
alongside imperial loyalty. Having moved beyond the study of  Austro-
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Hungarian society solely through the lens of  the nation, historians of  the 
Habsburg Empire have established several new insights. They reshaped 
the existing historical narrative, according to which the Habsburg 
Empire was internally ruptured by nationalisms. Instead, historians have 
demonstrated how imperial patriotism often concurred with national 
loyalties. This serves to relativize the nation-states that exist today, 
highlighting that there might quite plausibly have been other outcomes.10 
This rethinking of  the imperial legacy has given rise to a revival of  ‘the 
Habsburg model’ of  Europe’s borderlands as an alternative narrative 
for European belonging and ‘cross-national political organization’ in the 
European Union (Bialasiewicz 2003, 23).

As economic and intellectual centers, cities have been key sites in 
the negotiation and shaping of  multinational citizenship in the Adriatic 
region. This can be seen in the case of  nationalists living in Dalmatia 
and the cities Trieste and Venice during the nineteenth century.11 As 
Dominique Kirchner Reill (2011, 14-15) has shown, these intellectuals 
advocated a consociational model of  cultural and political autonomy for 
the Adriatic nations within a multi-national state, believing in a ‘peaceful 
Adriatic regionalism that required lesser nationalisms.’ For these ‘fearful 
nationalists,’ the Adriatic Sea was the center around which nations were 
commercially, administratively, politically, and culturally intertwined 
through newspapers, steamship companies, trade, and intellectual 
exchanges. This led Kirchner Reill (2012, 5) to maintain that citizens in 
the Adriatic region tended to adopt a stance of  ‘cosmopolitan pragmatism’ 
when it came to national questions. Triestines and Venetians ‘just hoped 
to keep their cosmopolitan city free from the directives of  any one 
national state’ and thereby protect their commercial interests.12 Scholars 
have approached Trieste and Rijeka as port cities—places of  opening up 
toward the wider world. This research has explored how port activities 
shaped social, economic, and political life in the cities (Apih [1988] 
2015; Cattaruzza 1995; Pupo 2018; Valdevit 2004). Other scholars have 
explored how plural populations and ideologies in the region have shaped 
everyday cultural and social life (Abram 2017; D’Alessio 2003; Klabjan 
2014). This diversity, it is argued, is the fruit of  urban autonomy, and 
has fed into literary imaginations of  the city as borderland.13 Attention 
has been paid to narratives of  a cosmopolitan past that have given rise 
to a distinct memory politics in Trieste and Rijeka and are repeatedly 
refashioned in political urban landscapes.14

Although my research builds upon this scholarship, I will 
contribute a crucial new element. Current scholarship on cities in the 
Adriatic understands border cities as being subject to the wider region’s 
geopolitical dynamics and has, for the most part, approached Rijeka and 
Trieste as simply locations and locales of  everyday interaction. Through 
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my research, I hope to show that these cities are not only microcosms that 
have been subject to contested politics of  culture by surrounding states. 
Rather, I also understand Trieste and Rijeka as places in which generations 
of  local city-makers have taken an active role in continually remaking 
and reimagining a distinct sense of  cityness. This sense of  cityness being 
perpetually imagined and reimagined in Trieste and Rijeka, I will argue, 
presents these border cities as key forces in the politics of  belonging and 
citizenship in the Adriatic region.

This study brings together a historical perspective on Adriatic 
identity politics with a contemporary geographical perspective on place-
making. In this way, I mean to shed new light on how nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century urban citizens in the Adriatic borderland experienced 
and embodied multinational identity politics during a historical shift from 
an imperial to a national form of  citizenship. What is more, I show how 
inhabitants of  contemporary cities make sense of  this pluralist past in 
relation to a present defined by Europeanization and globalization—
how they restage this past for new political projects in the city. This study 
traces how historical and contemporary intellectuals, artists, writers, 
historians, politicians, and policymakers have imagined these cities as 
both in constant dialogue with changing geopolitical conditions and 
somehow set apart from surrounding imperial, national, regional, and 
global worlds. I have adapted the notion of  city-makers from the field of  
critical policy studies, using it to make visible the multi-scalar network of  
actors, forces, and ideologies that drive urban transformation (Çaglar and 
Schiller 2018; Peck 2005; Clarke et. al 2015). Approaching historical and 
contemporary cultural and political figures (who might be more readily 
studied in the humanities) in terms of  city-makers (a term more common 
in the social sciences), allows me to lay bare multiple facets of  urban 
dynamics. Further, it allows me to trace the ways in which the cultural 
narratives produced by city-makers are themselves subject to subsequent 
contestation and remaking. The study demonstrates how, together, the 
production of, engagement with, and responses to urban imaginations 
constitute a historically layered process that is strongly embedded in 
the urban landscape itself. I argue that, for the actors followed in this 
study, urban imaginations serve as a means of  negotiating the various 
shifting worlds inhabited by Rijekans and Triestines. As such, the 
urban imaginations at the center of  this study are often (but not always) 
premised on a sense of  in-betweenness. In focusing on experiences and 
imaginations of  Rijeka and Trieste, I explain why and how a distinct sense 
of  cityness could persist as an alternative experience of  belonging during 
periods in which nationalism laid exclusive claim to citizenship practices.
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Making sense of cityness

Why should one explore the city as a category of  belonging? Without 
doubt, ‘cityness’ represents just one of  many figures or narratives through 
which citizens have defined their identities and modes of  belonging in 
the long twentieth century. All the same, I argue that the city holds out a 
kaleidoscope through which we can see how people formed alternative, 
multi-scalar imaginations, experiences, and practices of  citizenship. I 
approach urban space as a comprised yet open public space, riven by 
relations among wider geopolitical realities and social structures. In this, 
I draw on Doreen Massey’s insightful conception of  a ‘global sense of  
place.’ While places ‘may have a character of  [their] own, it is absolutely 
not a seamless, coherent identity, a single sense of  place which everyone 
shares’ (Massey 1991, 28). Urban places are processes, then, in that they 
emerge in and through routes and networks through time and across 
space. Accordingly, urban experiences and imaginations ‘are constructed 
on a far larger scale than what we happen to define for that moment as 
the place itself ’ (ibid.). Thus, Massey concludes, ‘such multiple identities 
can either be a source of  richness or a source of  conflict, or both’ (ibid.).

I understand cityness, therefore, as a kaleidoscope of  experiences 
that endow the city with meaning. In so doing, I draw on the spatial theory 
as set out by Doreen Massey (1991) and John Agnew (2011), for whom 
spaces are geographical places to which people have ascribed meaning 
and which they have woven into their lived experience. This view of  
people’s sense of  place depends upon the two other understandings of  
space: specific location and the locale which provides the setting in which 
everyday activities unfold. In the context of  my reading of  Trieste and 
Rijeka, this concern with spatialities has led me to examine the ways in 
which historical and contemporary intellectual, cultural, and political 
actors make sense of  their cities by engaging with the spaces, places, and 
experiences in the urban landscape. In this, it is crucial that places are 
understood as imbricated not only in a network of  social relations, but also 
in a web of  experiences of  past, present, and future. ‘Place,’ John Agnew 
(2011, 319) reminded us, ‘is often associated with the world of  the past 
and location/space with the world of  the present and future. From one 
perspective, place is therefore nostalgic, regressive or even reactionary, 
and space is progressive and radical.’15 This conception of  sense of  place 
informs my analysis of  Trieste and Rijeka. Indeed, across the varies 
chapters and cases studies I critically interrogate seemingly taken-for-
granted understandings of  cityness in Trieste and Rijeka. Chapters 1 and 
2, for example, indicate how the widely used term triestinità (‘triestenness’) 
and a Rijekan sense of  urban autonomy constitute historically resonant 
tropes, the meanings of  which have changed over time. Simultaneously, 
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I investigate how particular sites evoke memories and experiences of  
urban pasts, which, in turn, set the stage for present and future urban 
agendas. Chapters 6 and 7, for instance, trace how in recalling memories 
and emotions, particular urban sites prompt embodied experiences of  
cityness.

 In arriving at this focus on how urban citizens make sense of  
place, I have been inspired by the work of  several scholars, whose books 
offered key insights during the research. Pamela Ballinger’s History in 
exile (2003), which examines historical memories and experiences of  
displacement in Istria, guided various phases of  my research in the 
Adriatic. This book—much like Ballinger’s wider work—is path-breaking, 
not just for its highly reflexive method of  studying narrative constructions 
of  belonging, memory, and identity in this border region. Above all, 
her historically informed anthropological approach brought me to the 
understanding that people whose histories and memories are marked 
by change, displacement, and transformation often seek to ground their 
sense of  belonging in the materiality of  the landscape—in this case the 
Istrian landscape. The work of  both Maura Hametz (2005) and Glenda 
Sluga (2001) has also provided key insights, especially in revealing how 
the border city of  Trieste has been taken as the locus of  highly politicized 
narratives, through which memories and histories have been formed 
and negotiated. In tracing the memory and myth of  Trieste’s national 
‘problem,’ they show—in different ways— how representations of  this 
city as a locus of  either cultural and national difference or as national 
myth became self-fulfilling prophecies, performing their own discourse. 
To me, this underlined the significance of  narratives of  cityness in this 
complex borderland, which requires further exploration. In addition, 
books by Scott Spector (2000) and Judith Walkowitz (2012) on the urban 
cultural territories of  Prague and London’s Soho district respectively 
provided methodologies and examples for understanding how people’s 
cultural practices embody experiences of  cityness. The experiences 
described in these studies are often created at a particular moment, 
enabling a position of  in-betweenness in relation to the (geo-)political 
and historical dynamics of  identity formation at work in the cities. This 
inspired me to investigate how past and contemporary urban inhabitants 
in Trieste and Rijeka experience cityness (place) in relation to the wider 
urban landscape (space) at particular moments. Accordingly, I set out to 
establish how citizens in Rijeka and Trieste have historically experienced 
their local belonging and navigate their lives toward the future. 

Approaching the dynamics of  belonging, nationality, and 
citizenship in the Adriatic region through the lens of  senses of  cityness has 
three advantages. First, it shifts the—still dominant—consensus among 
scholars of  nationalism and citizenship, according to which modern ideas 
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of  citizenship diffuse out from western European origins.16 My study, in 
contrast, shows how the European borderland was a central force in the 
process of  citizenship formation. Borderlands, Etienne Balibar (2004b, 
1-2) has suggested, ‘constitute the melting pot for the formation of  a 
people (demos) without which there is no citizenship (politeia).’ Borderlands, 
therefore, ‘are not marginal to the constitution of  a public sphere but 
rather are at the center’ (ibid.). This study builds on the extensive body of  
critical literature that has emerged over the last two decades in the field 
of  border studies, which aims to understand the changing realities and 
imaginaries of  borders, and reflect critically on border studies’ research 
agenda.17 The cities Trieste and Rijeka, this study seeks to demonstrate, 
are urban borderlands. As such, they are centers of  regional cross-border 
mobilities, liminal zones at which Europe’s geopolitics have been most 
tightly enforced. They provide a plural regional, European, and global 
platform for intercultural transmission and political transformation. 
Accordingly, Trieste and Rijeka are part of  a group of  similarly ‘in-
between’ Mediterranean geographies, which, though vibrant and modern, 
are often overlooked. The histories of  these alternative Mediterranean 
modernities have been brought to the fore by cultural scholars of  the 
Mediterranean such as Iain Chambers (2008), Predrag Matvejević 
([1991] 1999), and, in a different way, Fernand Braudel ([1949] 1995).18

Second, focusing on cityness in the Adriatic offers a different 
view of  citizenship. This notion is commonly understood in terms of  the 
citizen-state relationship, which is still often defined through individuals’ 
political and legal rights and status as recognized members of  a sovereign 
political community within a defined territory.19 Investigating the sense 
of  cityness in Rijeka and Trieste shifts our attention from subjects of  
citizenship to acts of  citizenship. More precisely, it foregrounds cultural 
citizenship, premised on cultural competences performed in the urban 
public sphere.20 Engin Isin developed the notion of  acts of  citizenship as a 
framework with which to interpret citizenship dynamics in a globalizing 
era of  the ‘citizen without frontiers,’ who is constantly on the move, as 
are its ideas, practices, and products. Isin (and Nielsen) contrast ‘activist 
citizens,’ who ‘engage in writing scripts and creating the scene,’ with 
‘active citizens,’ who follow existing formal and institutionalized scripts 
and scenes (Isin 2008, 38). Cultural citizenship is one manifestation of  such 
activist acts of  citizenship, which, as Gerard Delanty (2002, 64) remarks, 
‘shifts the focus of  citizenship onto common experiences, learning 
processes and discourses of  empowerment.’ As such, cultural citizenship 
‘concerns the learning of  the self  and of  the relationship of  self  and 
other, … citizenship concerns identity and action; it entails both personal 
and cognitive dimensions that extend beyond the personal to the wider 
cultural level of  society’ (ibid.). Cultural citizenship, thus, creates the 
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possibility for novel conditions of  citizenship and unbounded belonging.
I argue that the multiple manifestations, imaginations, and 

experiences of  Triestine and Rijekan cityness analyzed in this study can be 
understood as expressions of  cultural citizenship. Indeed, they constitute 
empowering acts through which citizens autonomously establish ways 
of  relating to political governments. City-making, then, involves the 
doing of  deeds that enact cultural citizenship. This conceptual approach 
has led to an important finding: that the local experience of  multiple 
belonging did not disappear with the coming of  more exclusivist forms 
of  national citizenship. Rather, it persisted in cultural citizenship. 
Through this investigation of  the dynamics and experiences of  cultural 
citizenship in Trieste and Rijeka, I do not mean to dispute the existence 
of  juridical and political definitions of  citizenship. I have rather meant 
to open up new perspectives on questions of  citizenship and belonging, 
which go beyond the existing ways in which scholars and governments 
have grasped and approached these categories. This study adds a close 
empirical examination of  cultural citizenship in two border cities to the 
existing scholarly literature on acts of  citizenship.

Third, focusing on cityness in the Adriatic region during the 
long twentieth century helps make sense of  ‘the cosmopolitan city’—a 
phenomenon that has been rediscovered in the social sciences and 
humanities in recent years. In attending closely to cultural citizenship 
practices in Trieste and Rijeka, I critically explore the cosmopolitanized 
discourse around border cities. Often, cosmopolitan imaginaries of  
Adriatic cities figure an example of  the variety of  cosmopolitanisms 
that arose from the late 1990s, according to which they were the local 
manifestations of  a ‘globalizing world’ (Pollock et al. 2000). These port 
cities are often invoked in attempts to imagine a ‘grounded,’ ‘rooted,’ 
or ‘vernacular’ cosmopolitanism (Bhabha 1996; Werbner 2006).21 
In the context of  both cities, however, seemingly vernacular forms of  
cosmopolitanism have often been exposed as another, more elite type of  
cosmopolitanism, which takes the form of  intellectual projects concerned 
to establish universal citizenship, human rights, transnational belonging, 
and tolerance of  diversity and difference (Cheah 2007; Robbins 1998). 
All of  these cosmopolitan imaginaries, whether articulated in social 
and cultural practice or as an intellectual program, derive from and are 
embedded in borderland experiences. One of  the arguments put forward 
in this study is that by overdetermining the cultural imaginations and 
representations of  the cities’ ‘border experiences,’ Trieste and Rijeka are 
inscribed as cosmopolitan places. ‘Indeed, the existence and experience 
of  borders is ‘always overdetermined and, in that sense, sanctioned, 
reduplicated and relativized by other geopolitical divisions’ (Balibar [2002] 
2011, 79). Borders and border cities perform the functions of  a border. 
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Etienne Balibar emphasizes that without this ‘world-configuring function,’ 
then ‘there would be no borders—or no lasting borders’ or border worth 
believing in (ibid.). Crucially, enactments of  borders catalyze cosmopolitan 
imaginations. This study shows how, from the late 1980s onward, border 
experiences in Trieste and Rijeka were increasingly taken as the focus of  
a cultural production in a distinct cultural-political European discourse. 
In this discourse, the two cities functioned as nodal points in a program 
that aimed to foster more open, tolerant, and inclusive societies in the 
aftermath the Cold War and other European conflicts.

This study tells the story of  what I describe in terms of  the 
cosmopolitanization of  two border cities at the edges of  multiple states and 
ideologies.22 In so doing, I do not seek to establish the extent to which 
Rijeka and Trieste really are cosmopolitan. I am concerned instead to 
develop an account of  how the idea that these cities are cosmopolitan 
took on a life of  its own. I have approached cosmopolitanism as a 
historically and culturally constructed concept, limited to neither everyday 
practices or intellectual projects. Critically interrogating processes of  
cosmopolitanization in this way, this study contributes to scholarly debates 
about the significance and critical uses of  cosmopolitanisms.23 Trieste’s 
and Rijeka’s cosmopolitan imaginations, I propose, constitute a cultural 
medium, through which new relations among self, other, and world arise 
(Delanty 2006).

research strategy

The central methodological challenge posed by this research, it turned out, 
was the question of  how to make sense of  overdetermined representations 
of  the ‘cosmopolitan city.’24 Many previous scholars have acknowledged 
and addressed the problem that researchers often project their own values 
and interpretations onto their objects of  analyses. In attending to the 
Adriatic borderland I have been keenly aware of  sociological critiques 
of  so-called ‘methodological nationalism.’ This refers to the tendency 
among scholars to build their accounts on the (often unquestioned) basis 
of  nations and the nation-state. In presupposing the significance of  the 
nation, scholars have often overlooked globalizing dynamics and frames 
of  reference (see, e.g., Beck 2007). And yet, I would suggest that the risk 
of  ‘methodological cosmopolitanism,’ or ‘methodological urbanism’ is 
equally pressing.25 Narrowing one’s critical lens to a single spatial category, 
undoubtedly, always involves such dangers. I have already indicated 
the significance of  Massey’s reference to ‘global sense of  place’ in this 
introduction. This text offers a framework for placing one’s emphasis not 
just on the city as a physical location, but more broadly on the intersections 
among multiple spatial, temporal, and social orders that together 
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constitute the city as a ‘place.’ In these overlapping relations, we see the 
variety of  forces that overdetermine the ‘cosmopolitan city.’ On these 
complex intersections, Gerard Delanty (2006, 41) writes that ‘the critical 
aspect of  cosmopolitanism concerns the internal transformation of  social 
and cultural phenomena through self-problematization and pluralization. 
It is in the interplay of  self, other and world that cosmopolitan processes 
come into play.’
 In this study, I investigate this interplay as it unfolds in the 
‘cosmopolitan city,’ focusing on the cultural production of  the cosmopolitan 
imagination. Overdetermined representations of  ‘cosmopolitan’ Trieste 
and Rijeka, my objects of  study, make sense in themselves. Attending 
to the processes of  historical and spatial meaning-making they entail 
new insights into the knowledge production around these cities and 
their significance in a globalizing world. This study explores how urban 
imaginations of  Trieste and Rijeka as cosmopolitan border cities emerged 
and what projects of  city-making they subsequently inform.

This study focuses on two cities that today, despite their great past, 
are often cast as midsize and ‘peripheral’ in relation to other European 
centers. Although the stories analyzed in this study make clear that both 
size and marginality are relative terms, the cities’ size today—neither 
small nor especially large—allows for a distinct type of  analysis. In 
approaching them, I could balance detailed empirical observation with a 
mapping of  larger dynamics and theories of  place-making. What is more, 
the cities’ size made possible a comparative analysis over a longue durée 
(comparative in that I compare Trieste with Rijeka; longue durée in that 
my study spans 150 years). This would have been impossible in the case 
of  larger cities. The metaphor of  cityness encompasses all of  the various 
pasts and ideologies at stake in these cities. This approach allows me to 
show how Trieste and Rijeka have served as laboratories for experiments 
in identity as well as in imaginative and material city-making.

At the core of  my interest here is how these cities’ inhabitants 
have made sense of  the urban world in the period beginning in the 1870s 
and running until the early 2000s. This timeframe is bookmarked by the 
upsurge of  nationalisms in the Habsburg Empire and the reemergence 
of  Balkan nationalisms in the decades after the Cold War. The chapters 
in this study show how perceptions of  citizenship changed drastically 
over the course of  this century and a half. Moreover, the contemporary 
restaging of  an urban past in Trieste and Rijeka is based on memories 
of  autonomous, modern, liberal, and democratic city-states in the late 
nineteenth century. 

I investigate the urban imaginations constructed by several 
generations of  city-makers. With this term, I refer to purveyors of  
culture, urban intellectuals, politicians, and policymakers. Accordingly, 



26 Rediscovering Cityness

city-makers should not be understood as contemporary urban planners, 
but rather as a much broader set of  figures who shape and mediate the 
image, narratives, and branding of  cities. Although they establish cultural 
and political agendas for cities, urban imaginations also often take on a 
life of  their own. City-makers’ imaginations and visions are fashioned 
in literature, art, historiography, and touristic and political discourses of  
the city. I put these imaginative cityscapes in a historical perspective by 
looking at how and why imaginations of  Rijeka and Trieste as border 
cities emerged historically. Acts of  representing cityness imply physical 
and imaginative detachment from the material urban landscape. My aim 
in this study is to examine how this happens in specific contexts and how 
urban narratives and representations change the meaning of  cityness. As 
I show, while the urban imaginations through which people mediate their 
sense of  cityness seem to persist unchanged over time, new understandings 
of  citizenship have actually transformed them profoundly.

In examining peoples’ sense of  cityness in both the past and 
present, this study draws on a wide range of  source material in multiple 
languages. The very composition of  these sources reflects the border 
condition. Indeed, they include texts in Italian and Croatian, as well 
as Trieste’s local triestino dialect and Rijeka’s fiumano dialect (both of  
which are rooted in Italian). Other historical sources were written in 
German and English, and still others in Hungarian or Slovenian. Given 
the often bilingual and multilingual policies implemented in both cities 
by governments of  various stripes, historical sources in the latter two 
languages were often accompanied by Italian or German translations. 
This enabled me to compare the different versions and provide a 
consistent English translation. I have indicated these cases in an endnote.

Alongside my study of  cultural and historical-political 
representations, I undertook fieldwork on location. In this way, I combined 
humanities-based and social sciences-based approaches. This allowed me 
to follow up on my close analyses of  the dynamics of  meaning-making 
around ideas of  cityness with a different set of  observations of  how 
contemporary city inhabitants interact with historically layered urban 
spaces on a daily basis. In this sense, I focus on how cultural representations 
and practices of  city-making relate to the social and political contexts 
in which they are produced. To grasp how city-makers imagined 
and experienced different senses of  cityness, I examined official self-
representations put out by Rijeka and Trieste (policy documents, political 
agendas, local newspapers, tourist marketing, and urban historiography) 
and semi-official self-representations (city novels, fiction, memoirs, visual 
art, fiction films, documentaries, and museum exhibitions). Written and 
visual sources were supplemented by forty interviews with contemporary 
city-makers. The material enrolled in this study can therefore be sorted 
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roughly into four categories: largely published sources consulted in local 
libraries; unpublished historical sources in local archives in Trieste, Rijeka, 
and Rome; cultural representations (such as city novels and literature, 
visual art, and monuments) that, for the most part, are publicly available 
and accessible; and a corpus of  forty semi-structured interviews with 
various city-makers. Much more important than the historical accuracy 
of  this mosaic of  sources are the paths of  their imaginative construction: 
the motives, mindscapes, hopes, and symbolism that underlie their 
cultural, historical, and political narratives.

The in-depth, semi-structured interviews that I conducted 
addressed the various visions and public discourses of  Adriatic border 
cities at stake in this study. My selection of  interviewees was based on 
their professional interventions in cultural and political practices of  city-
making. The interviewees I approached have each had a strong influence 
on the ways in which their cities are imagined, whether that be through 
policies, cultural practices, or artworks. I selected them for their visibility 
in the city-making process. Most were famous locally, key actors in the 
self-images projected by Rijeka and Trieste themselves, or central to 
influential city-making projects. With local literary authors, artists, film 
makers, museum professionals, journalists, historians, aldermen, policy-
makers, and other cultural professionals, I discussed professional and 
personal experiences of  their home-cities and how they were imagined 
in relation to histories of  the wider region. I do not directly discuss all of  
the forty interviews, which were conducted in English or Italian, in this 
study. Nevertheless, each interview has helped contextualize the topic and 
my local fieldwork. All of  the interviews are listed in the bibliography. My 
choice to interview stakeholders was driven by a desire to explore cultural 
and political actors’ own rationales for imagining and representing 
cityness as they do. Some of  their representations of  cityness are still in 
the making, as is especially clear in chapters 5 and 7. Given that it had 
just won the title of  European Capital of  Culture as I started out on my 
research, Rijeka in particular offered the unique prospect of  following 
processes of  city-making as they occur.

The interviews offered an opportunity to grasp the political 
agendas driving contemporary manifestations of  urban particularism 
in depth. The ideas of  cityness expressed by city-makers were built on 
historical imaginations in which Trieste and Rijeka acquired a unique 
urban identity, as well as on political memories of  liberal autonomy in these 
cities. In the present, these historical imaginations and political memories 
have been reworked in service of  identity politics in the neoliberal city. 
Indeed, for some of  my interviewees, public representations of  Triestine 
or Rijekan cityness served as means of  either branding their city (and thus 
attract international tourism) or setting their city apart from radicalizing 
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political agendas on the rise at regional and national scales. Others 
interviewees—most of  them artists, literary authors, and filmmakers from 
Trieste—emphasized that their cultural representations did not serve 
political agendas. On the one hand, this referred to a certain conception 
of  artistic practice, in which the meaning of  an artistic or literary work is 
determined iteratively by its audiences, not once and for all by its maker. 
On the other hand, art and literature often articulate experiences that are 
still as yet undefined. The interviews with policymakers and especially 
artists and writers provided a unique space in which to explore tensions 
among the motives of  urban branding that often initiate and fund cultural 
representation and the inherent ineffability and instability of  cultural 
meanings. This dynamic is key to the processes through which cityness is 
materially articulated in specific places in the border cities under study.

Hence, in combining various methodological approaches and 
source materials, this study aims to establish how cultural representations 
and practices of  cityness in Trieste and Rijeka function in relation to the 
historical and socio-political contexts of  their production.

structure

This study comprises three thematic parts and a conclusion. In examining 
various dimensions and manifestations of  cultural identity politics in 
Trieste and Rijeka, the following chapters map a broad range of  acts 
of  cultural citizenship. The seven chapters each develop their own 
trajectories. As such, they can be read separately, they all circle around 
a cluster of  common themes and advance a common set of  arguments 
concerning city-making processes in the Adriatic borderland. Each 
of  the three parts reflects on a particular narrative of  these processes. 
Without the pretense of  providing a comprehensive account of  urban 
place-making in Trieste and Rijeka, the three parts cover histories, 
cultures and places, as various manifestations of  cityness. In attending 
to these, I undertake a mapping of  several key issues and dynamics of  
historical urban consciousness and its interactions with identity politics 
in the wider region. 
 Overall, the three parts develop chronologically. Part I covers 
the long rise of  nationalist identity politics from the 1870s until the 
1950s. Part II broaches first the global ideological identity politics that 
characterized the Cold War and then the neoliberal politics that took 
hold in the region from the 1960s into the 2000s. Part III focuses on 
contemporary identity dynamics as they play out in specific urban 
places and their spatial relations to the past. Adhering to chronology in 
structuring this study has made it possible to bring forward changing 
imaginations of  cityness. However immutable such historical urban 



29Introduction

imaginations may seem, critical examination shows how they are subject 
to change, indeed radical discontinuities.
 Chapter 1 investigates various perceptions of  cityness in the 
history of  Trieste, especially during its transition from imperial to national 
forms of  citizenship. The chapter covers the identity politics that arose 
in the tensions among city, empire, and nation from the late nineteenth 
century through to the 1950s, discerning four distinct stages and tropes of  
cityness along the way. After 1918, the city’s writers increasingly came to 
privilege the notion of  triestinità—’Triesteness,’ the quality of  Trieste, its 
inhabitants and culture. Triestinità emerged as a key idea in the imaginative 
cityscapes created by the city’s cultural and literary practitioners. Much 
more than a narrowly political discourse, this distinctively Triestine sense 
of  cityness emerged through cultural acts of  citizenship. Chapter 2 focuses 
on the dynamics through which a sense of  cityness arose in Rijeka during 
the same historical period. Unlike Trieste’s, Rijeka’s discourses of  urban 
particularity were strongly embedded in the historical politics of  liberal 
autonomy, premised on the power of  the city’s councilors, that had been 
lost in 1896 with the assertion of  central Habsburg rule. This experience 
of  losing political autonomy inspired several generations of  cultural and 
political figures in Rijeka to reestablish independence. This struggle 
manifested itself  in urban imaginations that foresaw a great future for the 
city, giving rise to several political ‘adventures.’
 Chapter 3 explores the heritagization of  Trieste’s historical sense 
of  cityness. I examine how urban imaginations of  Trieste’s past were 
retrieved, cultivated, and restaged in local marketing and city branding 
projects from the 1990s onward. Local cultural policy projects, such as 
those that have renewed Trieste’s old port and city center, build on a 
memory of  a grounded, actually existing cosmopolitan past. Trieste’s city-
makers, however, have struggled to simplify this narrative into a resource 
for city branding. Subsequently, chapter 4 attends in greater depth to how 
Trieste’s cosmopolitan imaginary has travelled from being a theme in 
literary production to featuring centrally in contemporary city branding. 
It does so by investigating the heritagization of  Trieste’s literary sense of  
place. Through a literary museum, statues of  literary figures, a literary city 
walk, and other projects, city-makers have searched for ways of  modulating 
Trieste’s literary significance into embodied urban experiences. Chapter 5 
explores how imaginations of  Rijeka’s past have been cultivated through 
contemporary projects of  city marketing and heritagization. In particular, 
it focuses on marketing, cultural events, and politics surrounding Rijeka’s 
nomination as European Capital of  Culture in 2020, which energized the 
city’s cultural economy and politics, and heightened its historical sense of  
place. 
 Chapter 6 and 7 examine how various understandings of  cityness 
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relate to, and are negotiated at, specific urban places in more depth. This 
dialectic of  discrepant imaginations unfolds in embodied cultural practice 
and affective politics. Chapter 6 focuses on Trieste’s beaches and literary 
cafes, exploring how recent voices and representations address everyday 
experiences at the Pedocin beach and Caffè San Marco. These places 
of  urban encounter, these cultural representations suggest, have moved 
away from the elite poetic imaginations that have fashioned cultural 
narratives of  Trieste until recently. In chapter 7 I explore memories 
and debates surrounding Rijeka’s Rikard Benčić factory and National 
Theater. The municipality put these places at the heart of  their cultural 
policies and as such they figure centrally in attempts to remake a Rijekan 
sense of  cityness too. In response to the municipality’s agenda, a recent 
documentary and theatrical performance make use of  these two urban 
heritage sites as historically charged sites. The places are used to critically 
discuss Rijekan experiences of  the past, repudiate existing narratives 
of  urban particularism, and empower the city as a center of  criticism 
leveled against rising nationalism in Croatian society.
 The conclusion evaluates the ruptures and continuities that 
mark the development of  Trieste and Rijeka’s distinct senses of  cityness. 
It compares these two different imaginations and the various projects 
of  city-making that they inform. Focusing on cityness in this way grants 
insight into the cosmopolitanization of  these Adriatic border cities, while 
also highlighting the significance of  discourses of  cultural citizenship 
for the study of  this borderland and its cities. The conclusion thus calls 
for further scholarship on acts of  cultural citizenship: scholarship that 
could both shed new light on the complexity of  everyday experiences of  
belonging in this Adriatic borderland specifically, but also on the role of  
European cities more generally in reshaping identity-politics, belonging, 
historicity, and borders across today’s Europe.
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Part I / Histories



Image 1.1 - View from the sea to the city and Carso. Riva del Mandriacchio, Trieste (1905).
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Chapter one

In search of  triestinità.
Towards a history of  

cultural citizenship

Nostalgia, the Triestine writer and intellectual Silvio Benco had written 
in 1910, is a poor counsellor. Benco thought that his friend, the Triestine 
composer Antonio Smareglia, had made a great error in returning to 
Trieste out of  deep nostalgia, rather than choosing to advance his career 
by settling down in the more vibrant cities of  Vienna, Munich or Berlin. 
‘A mistake also for the fact that the geographical and political conditions 
of  our provinces were a very strong obstacle for the diffusion of  their 
arts. A superior artist can make himself  entirely known and can radiate 
the power of  his own vision in a grand center of  the nation only’ (Benco 
1910a, 1910b).26 Benco could not foresee that just thirty-eight years later 
Trieste would have produced so many well-known artists and writers, that 
the writer Giani Stuparich ([1948] 2004, 11) hoped that his book could 
stand in line with superior works of  other triestini such as the ‘novels of  
Svevo, the poems of  Saba […], the paintings of  Bolaffio, the verses of  
Giotti […], the history and criticism of  Benco, [and] the narratives of  
Quarantotti-Gambini.’27 This chapter explores such changing perceptions 
of  Trieste’s sense of  cityness and its impacts during the city’s political 
transition from imperial to national citizenship.

The notion that Trieste is a city whose urban world has inspired a 
rich literary and cultural production, as Stuparich suggested in 1948, has 
been a long and much discussed subject for writers and academic scholars. 
For over four decades now, the city has been framed as a multicultural 
‘città di frontiera’ (border city) that is created and re-created through its 
literary identity (Ara and Magris [1982] 2007; Pizzi 1996, 2001, 2007; 
Campanile 2006). Especially from the 1980s on, scholars have described 
a distinct sense of  triestinità (Triestenness), characterizing the image of  a 
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literary Trieste as an invented myth of  social consensus and syncretism 
of  cultural varieties (Ara and Magris [1982] 2007; Magris 1982a, 1982b; 
Guagnini 1988; Pizzi 2001, 2007). Although Silvio Benco had evaluated 
nostalgia negatively, it was often the suggestive image of  a Trieste d’antan, 
of  a mental landscape and a sacred or spiritual place that was adopted to 
give meaning to the notion of  triestinità, as has also been shown by Angelo 
Ara and Claudio Magris, and more recently, by Katia Pizzi.28 Part of  
this ‘myth’ of  triestinità images the city as not simply a social or cultural 
setting but, rather, also a more existential space endowed with spiritual 
meaning: that which Pizzi (2001, 33; 2007, 67) has termed a ‘paesaggio 
spirituale’ (spiritual landscape), a city in search of  self-legitimization and 
which is used by writers as privileged stage for their autobiographical 
performances of  identity. Indeed, Triestine authors have often used the 
genre of  the autobiography, which turns out to be instrumental in - again 
in Pizzi’s (2011, 54) words – ‘turning the city itself  into the antagonist 
of  their narrations.’ This chapter takes these autobiographical literary 
reflections as the starting point for a broader consideration of  triestinità, 
using the city-writer dialectic to explore the historical emergence of  an 
urban cultural citizenship.

Throughout its history, the Triestine sense of  cityness has been 
assigned meaning as a cosmopolitan container filled with sensations of  
something that has once been but forever lost as well as with hope for a 
future to come, this chapter will show. Such sensations are most clearly 
interpreted by Claudio Minca (2009) who identified these as the tropes 
of  ‘Trieste Nazione’ and a city based on its ‘geographies of  absence’ – 
the first referring to an idealized memory of  the imperial cosmopolitan 
city, the latter to the idealized imaginaries of  the city ‘with respect to 
some far-off reference point, some future, unreachable, historical and 
geographical horizon, and endlessly deferred, never-accomplished 
destiny’ (ibid., 258), to stay culturally distinct ‘in an endlessly shifting 
interplay between “hereness” […] and “elsewhereness”’ (ibid., 269). I 
build upon the extensive research done on Trieste, which emphasizes the 
literary myth-making of  Trieste’s urban identity and its geographies of  
absence and that reveals the city’s impossibility to fit into common ideas 
of  political citizenship. Nevertheless, I take this understanding of  triestinità 
a step further by arguing that - more than only a political discourse – 
a Triestine sense of  cityness increasingly emerged as an act of  cultural 
citizenship, changing in meaning over time, and strongly manifesting itself  
as alternative form of  belonging in relation to the changing nationalizing 
political context.

The chapter will thus take a historical approach to the meaning-
making process of  Trieste, examining how the search for individual 
identities of  Triestine literary and cultural actors was also connected to 
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the creation of  a distinct sense of  place in the city. It therefore examines 
the literary imaginary construction of  the city-writer dialectic itself  as 
a crucial element of  triestinità in relation to various phases of  identity 
politics in the city and region that underwent a political transition from 
imperial to national citizenship. For while the discourse of  triestinità gives 
an impression of  historical repetition and continuity, a historical analysis 
reveals that this discourse generated momentum in specific instances, 
bringing ‘accelerations’ of  cosmopolitan imagination in the city. What is 
more, a historical analysis suggests that rather than merely an everyday 
experience in the imperial port-city, the cosmopolitan imagination was as 
much a literary aesthetic practice and intellectual project. This analysis 
thus helps set the stage for the chapters to follow by mapping the origins of  
and circumstances that preceded contemporary urban cosmopolitanized 
geographies of  Trieste.  

The chapter employs a long-term historical and both in depth 
literary analysis of  political and cultural expressions of  urban belonging 
in Trieste, and analyzes the production, reception and use of  triestinità in 
a cultural and political discourse. Every section discusses a ‘moment of  
crisis’ in which the public debate on the question what to do with Trieste 
re-emerged, subsequently exploring how representative literary actors 
of  that time responded – by means of  their literary imaginations – to 
the identity politics of  their time. Starting with a wider historiographic 
exploration of  Trieste’s city-writer dialectic, the analysis discerns four 
stages and tropes in the development of  a Triestine sense of  cityness. 
Firstly, the imagination of  an imperial municipalismo - rooted in the 
experience of  port-city during the long nineteenth century; Secondly, 
the articulation of  triestinità as the product of  arising national awareness 
finding its ways within the multicultural imperial society during the period 
1910-1918; Thirdly, the imagination of  Trieste as a ‘non-state’ during the 
harsh nationalizing identity politics between 1918 and 1948; And fourthly, 
Trieste as ‘city of  nowhere’ during the 1940s into the 1950s – reflecting a 
quest to retrieve a bit of  the city’s civic municipalismo within the memory 
debates and local identity politics of  post-war Italy. This identifies key 
nuances in the emerging sense of  cityness from the nineteenth century 
onwards, and shows that, for various generations of  Triestine writers, 
Trieste was an imaginative cityscape where a cosmopolitan urban identity 
became inscribed onto particular places of  the city.

 
triestinità and city-writer dialectic

My analysis of  Trieste’s sense of  cityness reflects upon a wide scholarly 
tradition that understands the articulation of  triestinità as a product of  
Trieste’s city-writer dialectic.29 Trieste’s urban identity is strongly linked 
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to the historical presence of  its writers, and simultaneously, the literary 
representations of  these writers have created vivid urban imaginations 
of  Trieste. Part of  the wider analyses in this chapter of  the emergence 
of  a Triestine sense of  cityness, this section will therefore first map the 
tradition of  this city-writer dialectic. It explores the ways how this literary 
tradition functions as an act of  cultural citizenship and as such contributes 
to a Triestine sense of  cityness. 

Trieste has an extensive literary tradition in which the literary ‘self ’ 
is inscribed onto the city (Pizzi 1996, 2001, 2007). For local novelists, 
autobiography is instrumental in the construction of  a local literary 
identity. These writers in past and present – of  which Italo Svevo, Scipio 
Slataper, Giani Stuparich, Claudio Magris, Mauro Covacich and foreign 
authors writing from Trieste such as James Joyce and Jan Morris, are 
best known – ‘succeed in transforming Trieste into a landscape of  the 
mind, a city shaped by the authors’ personal experiences, a city where 
cafes, streets and squares all take on symbolic significance’, as Pizzi and 
others have argued (Pizzi 1996, 54; 2007; Ara and Magris [1982] 2007; 
Campanile 2006).

Key to the experience of  Trieste’s urban identity, so has famously 
been argued by historian Angelo Ara and literary historian and novelist 
Claudio Magris, is Trieste’s border identity. In their 1982 publication 
Trieste: un’identità di frontiera, they suggest that Trieste’s historical experience 
is an experience with ‘the “border within”, a never fully defineable but 
that no less real border identity’ (Bialasiewicz and Minca 2010, 1086). 
Ara and Magris argued that it was through this border experience that 
the city went through several cultural crises: Trieste did not fit into the 
nineteenth century ideal type of  national culture, because of  its mixed 
Italian, German and Slavic populations. Rather, Trieste was a meeting-
point and crossroads of  many different cultures. The ‘revolt of  life’ against 
the limitations of  the nineteenth and early twentieth century notion of  a 
national Kultur would stand, according to Ara and Magris, at the center 
of  the Triestine culture. Triestinità can be identified by ‘the awareness and 
with the longing of  a real but indefinable diversity, authentic when it 
comes to live in the modest interiority of  the feeling [sentimento] and 
immediately distorted when it is proclaimed and exhibited’ (Ara and 
Magris [1982] 2007, 3).30 It was through literary expression that this revolt 
of  life could exist: ‘Trieste becomes a city of  writers, great, mediocre, or 
failed ones, because the contrasts that elude and paralyze its history lead 
us to believe that only by writing, expressing this impasse [questo stallo], 
we can give substance to the person oneself,’ so Magris (1982a, 278 – 284; 
1982b) explained.31

The function of  literature as a way to express the ‘border within’ 
creates a sense of  triestinità that moves in between literary imagination and 
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everyday reality. This has at least two important consequences. First, the 
Triestine literary culture that emerged during the early twentieth century, 
historically coincided with the writings of  some of  the most respected 
modernist writers of  Europe. The literary production emerging from 
this period reached an almost mythic reputation.32 The urban landscape 
of  Trieste that was described by authors such as Italo Svevo, James 
Joyce and Scipio Slataper was created through literary reflections on 
the existence of  the modern subject in the complex modernizing urban 
world. Consequently, triestinità has therefore been imagined as a myth of  
social consensus and syncretism of  cultural varieties, which especially 
consolidated during the period 1918-1954, so has literary scholar Katia 
Pizzi (2007) argued in her study on Trieste’s literary identity. Second, 
therefore, the sense of  Trieste’s cityness contains a strong nostalgic 
element. As Pizzi (2007, 67) argued, triestinità is an ‘evocative of  an 
imaginary Trieste d’antan, mental landscape, sacred or spiritual place.’33 
Key to this characterization of  triestinità is the observation that Triestine 
cityness becomes consolidated in a myth in which the city is no longer 
only a social environment but turns into a more existential level that 
receives spiritual meaning. ‘Triestenness is also a medusean gaze turned 
to the past, a pervivaceous tendency to transform Trieste in a locus 
mentalis, embalming it into the mind and into the literary works’ (ibid., 
30).34 The idea of  an imprint of  that what Trieste really is, which is 
frozen into a mental image that moves between literary imagination and 
historical memory, is thus key to the way how Trieste’s writers shape their 
experiences of  the border city.

The city imagined by Trieste’s authors as a landscape of  the mind, 
inscribes, moreover, the urban identity into particular places of  the city. 
This is a literary tradition that exists since Italo Svevo’s descriptions of  
the borsa (Trieste’s stock exchange hall), the city park and his dwellings 
through nightly streets. It also appears in the writings of  Claudio Magris, 
most famously perhaps in his opening chapter of  Microcosmi (1997), where 
he introduces the reader to the famous Caffè San Marco, describing 
the space as an urban palimpsest of  Trieste by describing the elements, 
artifacts and visitors in the café and their mosaic of  historical narratives. 
These urban places of  encounter exist, as I will argue and discuss in more 
depth in chapter six, in interaction with the two topoi that dominate 
the geography of  Trieste: on the one side, the city is bordered by the 
Carso (‘Karst’, the mineral stone creating the vast rocky landscape that 
surrounds the city) and on the other side by the waters of  the Adriatic 
Sea. These three geographies – the city, the Carso and the sea – make up 
the urban worlds of  Trieste (Image 1.1).

The tradition of  a city-writer dialectic in Trieste, is thus characterized 
by a literary tradition in which the literary ‘self ’ is inscribed onto the 
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city. This literary imagination draws its own urban landscape: This urban 
landscape of  Trieste unfolds into an imaginative cityscape on the one 
hand but also takes shape into concrete urban configurations. Through 
literary representations Trieste’s authors in past and present are able to 
express their border experiences, as a ‘revolt of  life’ or, as I want to argue, 
as act of  cultural citizenship. Triestinità as a sense of  cityness emerges thus 
not only in political representations of  citizenship, but also in literary 
imagination. In what follows, I will therefore approach triestinità as an 
expression of  cultural citizenship. The chapter focuses on how Triestine 
cultural actors from the late nineteenth century onwards have configured 
their sense of  cityness in dialectic with the changing nationalizing 
identity politics of  their time. The analysis unravels the tensions between 
political and literary place-making at roughly three periods, starting first 
with the emergence of  a particular Triestine municipalismo as a legacy of  
the Habsburg empire that raised an urban imagination of  Trieste as a 
cosmopolitan city.

the haBsBurg legacy

The development of  a particular sense of  cityness in Trieste is strongly 
embedded in the city’s history and experiences of  empire. This chapter’s 
reading of  the changing conceptualizations of  triestinità as a sense of  
urban belonging reflects upon a recent historiographical tendency 
which provides us with new insights on the cosmopolitan experiences of  
imperial nationhood. Historical studies on the Habsburg Empire have 
adopted new transnational and interdisciplinary approaches to study 
the multilingual imperial state, what made them among one of  the most 
innovative bodies of  historical modern European research.35 Historians 
have recently emphasized that the image of  an ideally Habsburg 
Empire (eighteenth century – World War One) ‘as a mosaic of  mutually 
exclusive ethnic groups increasingly came into question as it became 
apparent that ethnicity was not a relevant category of  identification in 
all situations’ (Stergar 2018, 19; Zahra 2010; Judson 2005; Cole 2012). 
Local identifications in the various regions of  the Habsburg Empire were 
not based on aversion to other nationalities. Rather, ‘shared imperial 
institutions, administrative practices, and cultural programs helped 
to shape local society in every region of  the empire’ (Judson 2016, 4), 
providing citizens of  the empire common cross-divisional experiences 
that even fed nationalists’ understandings of  nationhood. 

Indeed, historians of  nineteenth century Trieste have emphasized 
that the city’s elite 



Image 1.2 - Palace of the Lloyd Triestino in Piazza Unità (2019).



Image 1.3 - Piazza Grande: Trieste. Today’s Piazza Unità d’Italia (1912-1913).
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traditionally asserted the city’s particularity by pointing to the 
port’s many national (linguistic and religious) communities. 
Trieste’s cosmopolitanism was not nourished by a city of  worldly 
individuals. Instead, it represented a city of  many distinct yet 
connected communities closely tied to their patrons, the multi-
national Habsburg Empire and the Rothschild banking family 
(Reill 2012, 5).

Recent scholarship has shown that citizens of  Habsburg Trieste and 
the wider Adriatic region largely adopted a position of  cosmopolitan 
pragmatism with regard to national questions (Ballinger 2003; Kirchner 
Reill 2012). For instance, nineteenth century nationalists in the Adriatic 
advocated a consociational model of  cultural autonomy for the Italian-
speaking population within a multi-national state, believing in a ‘peaceful 
Adriatic regionalism that required lesser nationalisms’ (Reill 2011, 14 
– 15). Nationhood in the Habsburg era existed and repeatedly moved 
between local and imperial senses and practices of  belonging. Building on 
this historiography, this section will focus on an underestimated category 
of  identification and belonging in Habsburg Trieste, namely cityness. 
Embedded in the socio-economic and political circumstances of  the 
Habsburg Empire, the imagination of  Trieste as a cosmopolitan city gave 
rise to a particular sense of  municipalismo.
 Trieste had developed into an important trade hub of  the Balkan-
Danube region under Habsburg rule, especially during the Austro-
Hungarian Empire (from 1867 till 1918). Yet such urban imaginings of  
Trieste as free port have much older historical ties, as will be discussed 
later in this section. When in 1749 Trieste had been given the privileges 
of  a free port under Habsburg rule, the economic prosperity increased 
enormously in a relatively short period, a progress that stimulated a local 
independence on the side of  the city’s trade relations in the Habsburg 
empire. Trieste’s position as free port made the city home to several large 
international trade companies, of  which the Austrian Lloyd shipping 
company (Image 1.2) is the best-known example (Coons 1983, 25). These 
circumstances during Trieste’s Habsburg time produced subsequent 
historical descriptions and accounts of  Trieste as cosmopolitan port-city, 
which highlighted the multinational composition of  the city’s population, 
as has already more extensively been discussed in the introduction of  
this dissertation.36 Coast-dwellers, so has often been argued, and ‘in 
particular lettered citizens of  port cities, were more oriented toward the 
wider world in terms of  awareness, knowledge, kinship and means of  
subsistence than the inhabitants of  the mountains and inland plains’ 
(Driessen 2005, 131). Yet, this also means that not all citizens of  port-cities 
were cosmopolitan. Driessen (ibid., 138) for example observed that ‘the 



42 Rediscovering Cityness

“cosmopolitanism” label mainly applies to certain categories of  people, 
particularly merchants, brokers and seamen who played a key role in pan-
Mediterranean and supra-Mediterranean networks.’

Such historical accounts drawing an image of  Trieste as a multi-
national, cosmopolitan port-city originated, as historians like Isaiah Berlin 
(1999, 135-146) and Dominique Kirchner Reill (2012, 44-45) have shown, 
from nineteenth century Romantic nationalists who lived or had visited 
the Eastern Adriatic region. In their travel guides, histories, paintings, 
folktales and songs, they admired and reflected upon the heterogeneous 
and ‘complicated’ - because overlapping and unquantifiable - Adriatic 
society, with Trieste as its main city. These Romantics did so in response 
to the eighteenth-century Enlightenment ideas of  universalist models and 
binaries between East and West. For the famous Austrian piano maker 
Giuseppe Brodmann for example, as he mentioned in his 1821 travel 
guide on Trieste, Istria and Dalmatia, it was impossible to

analyze the character of  the people of  Trieste, because they are 
formed and frequently reformed by new peoples, who come 
from almost all of  the most well-known nations of  the world. 
Different religions, languages, manners, and habits affect all the 
individuals [in Trieste]; and if  there is a social node between 
them, this is the only mutual interest of  commercial negations. 
How could it be possible to develop and reside one dominant 
national character in a people composed of  Italians, Germans, 
Greeks, Slavs, Levantines, Arabs, Africans, etc., a character, 
which could produce in all a political thought directed to the 
same purpose?
 The residence in Trieste brings the inevitable 
consequence that the individuals of  all the peoples of  this globe 
see themselves with indifference, and that often, to a bad degree 
of  our will, we come defeated towards them by the empire of  the 
habit and of  the human tolerance.
 The bold [l’ardito] Dalmatian, the gloomy and lazy 
Ottoman, the crafty Greek, the lively dramatic Italian, the 
thoughtful and diligent German, the dark warbling Arab, the 
serious and blond Englishman, the heavy-hearted hinterland 
Slav [Cagnuolino] can only be recognized through their 
differences (Brodmann 1821, 13).37

For Romantic nationalists the heterogeneous society of  a maritime trade 
city and its surrounding region were, as Dominique Kirchner Reill (2012, 
45) has shown, ‘not unreal, but they were idealized and were particularly 
attractive to nineteenth-century Romantics who sought all that would 
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rupture tight, rational schemas of  how societies (and individuals) worked 
and prospered.’ In all its diversity, Trieste exposed a form of  tolerance 
towards its variety of  peoples, so Romantic nationalists as Brodmann 
ideally believed in their eighteenth-century world in which national 
awareness became increasingly apparent.

The historical representation of  Trieste as cosmopolitan city also 
originated from accounts of  urban luxury and hedonism – a wealth enabled 
by Trieste’s favorable economic circumstances and relative autonomy of  
the port-city within the Habsburg empire. Historian Elio Apih ([1988] 
2015, 29) noticed for instance that many travelers to nineteenth century 
Trieste referred to the city’s carnival as an exciting experience of  yearly 
urban extravagance. It was because of  such privileged circumstances that 
producers and traders of  luxury goods as well as artists like Brodmann 
were attracted to the city. Trieste was experienced as a ‘modern city’. 
The historian Angelo Filipuzzi has reminded us for instance about the 
both admiration and marvel that an Italian soldier, who had disembarked 
Trieste in November 1918, had expressed for the ’modern city’ that was 
Trieste (Image 1.3). Confused about the awareness that his knowledge 
on Trieste seemed to be strongly influenced by the Italian national 
historiography, he had always imagined Austria-Hungary as the foreign 
power which occupied Italian land, ‘ready to crash at our first bump [by 
the Italians], ruled by an old fool’ (Filipuzzi 1988, 5).38 However, when the 
first Italian soldiers arrived in 1918 in Trieste, after the Austro-Hungarian 
empire had just collapsed, this soldier remembered to be overwhelmed by 
his new experience of  the city that had for centuries been under Habsburg 
influence:

Then we disembarked in Trieste, we found a city much more 
modern than ours; and much more cultured, more willing to 
culture; and more within Europe, more intermingled with 
it; more well-educated […]. We have found and destroyed an 
administration of  admirable public affairs; pedantic like the 
few admirable public administrations in the world; scrupulously 
honest, respectful to the citizen and his written rights; respected 
by all precisely for this, that is not out of  fear but out of  trust 
and spontaneous reverence; an administration of  justice, full of  
justice for all […] (Filipuzzi 1988, 5).39

The soldier admired here two characteristics of  how he had experienced 
the ’modern city’ of  Trieste: First, he expressed admiration for Trieste’s 
high culture - its foundational culture and historical identity- which was 
expressed in its high quality education, and second, the well-organized 
and by all citizens respected public administration and court of  justice. 
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 The experience of  Trieste as a relatively autonomous and 
cosmopolitan port-city represented by visitors to the city is however 
more complex and ambiguous than it looks on first sight. From the 
late 1970s and 1980s onwards, Triestine historians started to critically 
discuss Trieste’s urban imagination as autonomous Habsburg port-
city. Influenced by the new historiography on myth and memory 
making of  that time, they have shown that although the city had – even 
before Habsburg rule - an independent status from 949 till 1382 at an 
institutional level, it was only from 1295 till 1369 that Trieste had had 
complete independence: only during these years had the city contained 
a certain form of  self-governance with the establishment of  a municipal 
council.40 When in 1468, as a response to a local movement that aimed 
to unite Trieste to Austria, another local autonomous movement had 
made the claim to turn Trieste into a free state again, the movement 
referred to the old tradition of  autonomy that in reality had only lasted 
for a few decades. This was the beginning of  a strong mythification of  
the experienced autonomy of  Trieste in the past, an experience that had 
been cleverly used by the wealthy Triestine patricians to enlarge their 
economic powers. This experienced urban autonomy was formulated 
as a ‘triumph of  municipalism: the myth works effectively in the popular 
mentality, which dreams of  greatness it never had, and informs as such 
the stagnating city life,’ the historian Giorgio Negrelli (1978a, 30) has 
argued.41 The reality of  this municipalismo – a term that can be described 
as local political autonomy and proud - was a constant struggle between 
the Habsburg political power and the particolarismo of  the Triestine city 
council who aimed to benefit the commercial interests of  its patricians 
and merchants.42

 In the decades towards the disappearance in 1918 of  the 
Habsburg rule that had for so many centuries dominated the political 
life in Trieste, the myth of  the Triestine municipalismo generated two main 
consequences for the experiences of  cosmopolitanism in the city. First, 
the cosmopolitan ambiance in the city caused that only few citizens felt a 
responsibility to participate in local politics. Trieste’s cosmopolitan elite 
of  trade and business men mainly used its influence through the power 
of  the economic and financial institutions of  the city and not through 
the elected municipal office. Beside the fact that Trieste’s municipalismo, 
as described above, was mainly an elitist affair that had turned into a 
myth for the proletariat, Trieste’s city life was much turned inwards and 
focused on the ideal cosmopolitan circumstances of  the port-city, thus on 
its particularismo. What had not developed, was a feeling of  responsibility 
to the place where one lived. Trieste ‘is not merely a bourgeois society, but 
rather a totally urban one,’
the historian Elio Apih ([1988] 2015, 35) indicated this situation.43 
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Indeed, at the end of  the nineteenth century, the patricians of  Trieste 
had established schools, a public administration, even a university and 
a certain system of  caritas. Trieste had thus developed all elements of  a 
social system for its citizens - una società urbana - which were to expect 
from a successful modern city at the end of  the nineteenth century. As 
discussed above, this well-established social system had made visitors to 
the city to represent Trieste as a modern cosmopolitan city.

Yet, in contrast to the urban imaginations by Trieste’s visitors, 
Trieste’s intellectual elite provided a different perspective to this same 
image of  municipalismo. Trieste’s patricians had built this urban society 
without the direct political responsibility that was normally connected 
to the position of  the bourgeois class. This situation became not only 
problematic after the collapse of  Habsburg rule in 1918, which created a 
local political vacuum, but had already come to the surface much earlier. 
Throughout the late nineteenth century, when the population of  the 
city increased by both migrants who were attracted by the prospect of  
economic prosperity as well as by intellectuals who were attracted by the 
city’s free and multicultural spirit - Trieste became aware of  its lack of  
’culture’. Trieste lacked a historical tradition of  cultural awareness and 
urge for belonging (Kultur) for the land one lived – it developed the urban 
imagination of  being a city without a rooted culture.44 This cultural 
awareness was key in the - often nationalizing - identification processes 
that were dominating European politics at the turn of  the nineteenth 
and twentieth century (Leerssen 2006). The commerce that was the 
core of  the historical progress of  the city, and which had implications 
for Trieste’s political, economic, social and cultural development, turned 
out not to have the capacity to develop a unified territorial process. The 
cosmopolitan aspirations of  Trieste were as an ‘undetected nature of  
head without body’ (Apih [1988] 2015, 36).45

Trieste, at the end of  the nineteenth century in ‘search of  its body’, 
consequently turned its cosmopolitan experiences towards nationalist 
discourses – particularly connecting these to Italian nationalism. The myth 
of  the Triestine municipalismo thus had a second consequence: In search 
of  its cultural ‘body’, the city was guided towards Italian nationalism. 
The cosmopolitan elite that dominated the commerce of  Trieste, used the 
Italian nationalist cause in a very pragmatic way - mainly as a tool against 
the germanization of  the Austro-Hungarian dominance. They also used 
the nationalist Italian discourse out of  self-protection against the growing 
awareness of  Slovenian presence and Slavic culture in the city and who 
in turn claimed their own national rights in the form of  education and 
linguistic policy (Ballinger 2003, 92).

The emerging Italian nationalism in Trieste and nationalist 
claims on the wider Adriatic region responded to emerging Slavic national 
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feelings deriving from the cultural nationalism of  the Illyrian movement. 
This nineteenth century pan-Slavic formation sought to unify South Slavs 
yet had set the Slovenian language and ‘sense of  identity’ apart from the 
other Habsburg Slavic communities. The Illyrian movement used the 
same geo-historical denominator for its Southern pan-Slavic claims as 
the Italians used for the same region, but in a different way: for these 
South-Slav intellectuals, ‘Illyrian’ referred to the literate early-modern 
community of  Slavic speaking antiquarians in the Dalmatian, Croatian, 
Istrian and Carniolan regions and the city of  Dubrovnik, together 
comprising the ‘Illyrian’ provinces. Both the Illyrian movement as well 
as the later distinct Slovenian movement had strong urban traditions and 
found wide resonance under various Slavic literary and cultural circles 
(Jež 2018). The Slovenian cultural awareness was in particular brought to 
live in cultural societies in Trieste, turning the city from the late nineteenth 
into the twentieth century into literary center of  the Slovene national 
awareness (Perenič 2018; Cattaruzza 2007; Verginella 2008). Being a city 
on the border of  two established cultural spheres, it was in Trieste where 
the Italian and Slovenian cultural nationalism encountered one another.

Within this context of  national ‘awakening’, the urban belonging 
became highly apparent. Historians have indeed noted that nationalist 
sentiments projected upon and in Trieste gave birth to a (renewed) 
celebration of  the urban – urbanization would de-nationalize. Giorgio 
Negrelli (1978a, 175), for instance, argued that 

Faced with the effort of  affirming their own national tradition, 
through the recovery of  those cultural assets in which language is 
the essential element, operated by the Slovenians, there rises, from 
the site of  the Triestine ruling class, not the theorizing of  a diverse 
idea of  the “nation”, but the celebration of  the absorption, of  the 
de-nationalizing function that contains urbanization, by means 
of  the elevation a valore of  the city in front of  the countryside.46

The nature of  the Slovenian presence in the city of  Trieste is part of  
a heated historiographical discussion. Although I presented above 
otherwise, one of  the dominant existing popular narratives of  Trieste still 
is that the Slovenian population would traditionally have inhabited the 
countryside surrounding Trieste. The Slovenian presence in Trieste would 
have increased from the nineteenth century and early twentieth century 
as a result of  economic migration to the city by the ‘Slavic’ people.47 
However, as historians like Marta Verginella (2000, 9-19; 2008) and 
Marina Cattaruzza (2007, 7-68) have argued, Slovenian speaking citizens 
have always lived in Trieste, although highly assimilated with the Italian 
speaking population. The historical narrative of  the Slovenian migration 
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from the Carso is part of  the foundational myths of  the city, which served 
to stimulate a process of  ’othering’ in order to create an Italian-Slavic 
distinction, which was the reality of  an era that was dominated by the 
creation of  nationalizing imagined communities. The historiographical 
debates on the Slovenian presence in urban life in Trieste is of  interest for 
the analyses in this chapter on the creation of  a distinct sense of  triestinità, 
because they delineate the markers of  a search for urban belonging in 
which the relation between city and its countryside is determent. The 
Carso makes up the urban world of  Trieste. How this attribution of  ‘values 
to the city in front of  the countryside’ (Negrelli 1978a, 175) functions will 
also be one of  the themes further elaborated in this chapter.
 This section has thus far discussed the emergence of  the 
cosmopolitan urban imagination of  Trieste in relation to the socio-
economic and political context of  the city’s Habsburg era and to the 
increasing discourses of  national awareness in the region during the 
nineteenth century. Following existing historiographical insights that 
nationhood in the Habsburg era existed and repeatedly moved between 
local and imperial senses and practices of  belonging, this section has 
focused in particular on how imaginations of  triestinità emerged in 
relation to imperial, local (i.e. urban) and national senses of  belonging 
and identity politics. The emergence of  a distinct sense of  cityness, this 
section has showed, deserves more attention than existing scholarship 
on nineteenth century Trieste has shown so far. Trieste’s cityness has 
made and remade the city – first appearing as an urban imagination 
of  a cosmopolitan port-city. Trieste’s position as port-city within the 
empire gave rise to historical accounts by visitors who granted the city 
a cosmopolitan imaginary, therewith addressing the city’s heterogeneous 
society, economic prosperity, as well as the modernity of  its urban social 
infrastructure. Trieste’s cityness evolved into a proud municipalismo, this 
section has discussed. This municipalismo received a new meaning at the 
turn of  the nineteenth and the twentieth century, shifting towards an 
imaginary of  being a city without a rooted culture in context of  arising 
national awareness; while simultaneously producing imaginations of  the 
de-nationalizing force of  urbanization.
 Before moving to the turn of  the nineteenth into the twentieth 
century, in which I will explore how Trieste’s municipalismo became part of  
the momentum of  arising national questions, I will now first focus in more 
depth on an example that reflects the urban identity dynamics in Trieste 
during the Habsburg period in the mid-nineteenth century. How were 
ideas of  belonging and identity imagined in Trieste in a period where 
imperial citizenship encountered feelings of  national nationhood? In 
order to explore this in more depth, the following section will focus on a 
one of  the key platforms of  cultural and political discussion in nineteenth 
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century Trieste, which was the magazine La Favilla. I will now further 
show how the idea that Trieste advocated a particular sense of  cityness 
was valued with both the question of  cultural awareness and from its 
practice as cosmopolitan trade economy.

la favilla: fan the fire for a cosMopolitan awakening

During the long nineteenth century, Trieste became an urban borderland 
where dynamics of  imperial citizenship encountered feelings of  national 
nationhood. As analyzed in the section above, Trieste’s municipalismo 
resulted in this same period from a proud urban autonomy established 
by the city’s urban commercial elite on the one hand and reflected upon 
a need to connect this urban sense of  belonging to a rooted cultural 
tradition on the other. One illustrative case that enables to discuss this 
emerging sense of  Triestine cityness in more depth, is the founding of  the 
magazine La Favilla. The journal was one of  the first literary and cultural 
magazines of  Trieste and aimed at raising the ‘risveglio’ (‘reawakening’) of  
the triestini. The history of  this magazine shows that the city’s commercial 
interests and the quest for a cultural awakening often went well together, 
as the local commercial elite used the journal as vehicle for intellectual 
and cultural awakening of  the Triestine elite.48

La Favilla (1836 - 1846) was founded by Antonio Madonizza 
(1806-1870), who was a literary interested lawyer from Koper.49 In Trieste, 
La Favilla was one of  the first and leading magazines explicitly aiming at 
raising local controversy and in this way cultural awareness among the 
Triestine visitors of  the cafes and casinos. The editorial note of  the first 
edition reported: 

The novelty will be our uniform. We love the grinding [lo 
stridore] and the turmoil that freshly cut wood do with the flame. 
Misery to us when the quietness and silence will accompany our 
enterprise! No, no, out of  mind it brews in the cafes and in the 
casinos, in the conversation rooms and in the theater boxes; both 
for good and for bad, paralysis of  us and of  our project (La Favilla 
1836, 31 July).50 

In the years preceding the European wide revolts of  1848, the editors of  
La Favilla attempted to promote discussion on the political and cultural 
issues of  their time through articles on art, literature, theater, music and 
science. Tormented by Habsburg censorship, the journal shaped their 
reflections on the society of  Trieste in seemingly innocent stories, essays 
and funny tales. As the journal’s name already suggested, it was explicitly 
the aim of  the editors not to be instructive, but only to ‘fan the fire’, 
using Dante’s phrase ‘a great flame follows a little spark’ as their motto. 
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‘We cannot promise that it will spark [favilla]; it is from now on to the 
public, whose favor we beg from, that the flame might come,’ reported 
the first editorial in 1836 (La Favilla 1836, 31 July).51 Especially from 1839 
onwards, under the editorship of  Pacifico Valussi, the bottlenecks of  the 
Triestine society were increasingly - yet discretely - discussed. 
 A typical example of  the both amusing and censorship-escaping 
writing style of  La Favilla that engaged directly a societal critique of  that 
time, was the column published in the journal at September 4, 1836, 
written by ’Y’ and entitled ‘Costumi. Come si vive a Trieste?’ (‘Habits. 
How one lives in Trieste’). The author wrote about a - probably fictive 
- meeting with a friend in a Milanese cafe, after spending a long time in 
Trieste. His Milanese friend asks him how one lives in Trieste, a question 
on which the author enthusiastically replies. He tells his friend about the 
elegant life of  the triestini, about their beautiful and modern city that was 
‘all new’, about the lively trade, the port, the bustling sea and describes the 
multicultural population in the streets of  the city and that was attracted 
by the flourishing economy. Trieste was, moreover, ‘a city where all the 
cults of  civilized nations are exercised with a likewise and well-used wise 
tolerance’ (La Favilla 1836, 4 September).52 The friend is not satisfied with 
his answer, and repeats his question several times: ‘But then, you, who is 
not a shopkeeper, how can you tell me that one lives well in Trieste?’53 
The author interrupts his explanation twice, since he is hurried and 
needs to leave, continuing their conversation the next day. The Milanese 
tried to understand what it was that made Trieste; its spirit, history, its 
culture - while his Triestine friend did not go beyond simply describing 
the material character of  his city and an ‘empty’ notion as ‘tolerance’ 
- characteristics that directly dealt with its trade activities. Such a story 
reminded the reader of  the question what the value and the character of  
Trieste actually were, as even the Triestine writer, whose profession it was 
to try to explore and write down the essence of  life, could not even answer 
this question.
 In the early years of  La Favilla, under editorship of  Madonizza, 
the magazine expressed the at that time wide spread urban image of  
Trieste as the ‘Philadelphia of  Europe’, referring to the migration of  
people to Trieste from all over Europe, all speaking different languages 
and generating a mix of  cultures to the city.54 The narrative imagined 
Trieste as the place that new migrants would envision as their ‘promising 
land’, based on the city’s increasing commercial success. So did the poet 
and priest Francesco Dall’Ongaro (1808- 1873) and journalist Pacifico 
Valussi (1813 – 1893), editors of  La Favilla (the two also lead the trade sheet 
Lloyd Austriaco and the official state newspaper l’Osservatore triestino). Yet, 
from late 1839, they changed this message of  the Triestine Philadelphia 
myth and started to frame Trieste as the ‘Hamburg of  the Adriatic’. In 
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this model ’Trieste’s commerce, like that of  the medieval Hanseatic port 
of  Hamburg, linked a neutral city to populations dispersed through a 
region hugging both sides of  the sea [in which its migrants] did not come 
to Trieste to escape the world; instead, Trieste - through its own intricate 
multi-lingual, multi-religious networks - connected the world’ (Reill 2012, 
82). In this way, Trieste was ‘placed at the center of  the Adriatic multi-
national world’ (ibid., 83).
 In her study on Adriatic multi-nationalism, Dominique Kirchner 
Reill (ibid., 106-114) has shown that Pacifico Valussi used his editorship at 
La Favilla to promote Trieste as a new cosmopolitan city, thereby tackling 
the question how diversity and nationalism could coexist. ‘Valussi argued 
that a true cosmopolite needed to accept difference— to compare, 
contrast, and improve his own particular national identity in conjunction 
with others’ (Reill 2012, 107). Trieste, in Valussi’s eyes, represented a 
cosmopolitanism that was embedded in the everyday life in the city: ‘to 
be practically and skillfully municipals [municipali] convenes theoretically 
to be cosmopolitans [cosmopoliti]’ (La Favilla 1840, 15 March, 85).55 
Therefore, Valussi continued, cosmopolitan literature always embraces 
not only the present, but the full past and the future from all countries 
and all nations of  the world (La Favilla 1840, 15 March, 83). This was a 
different cosmopolitan model as was promoted, according to Valussi, by 
certain intellectual elites who were ‘citizens of  the world without even a 
patria’, and whose cosmopolitan ideas of  the other were only reflecting 
themselves (La Favilla 1840, 15 March, 84).56 ‘True Cosmopolites, cross 
that immense city [that is the world] to learn from other countries to feel 
more love and admiration for their own and in turn help it’ (La Favilla 
1840, 15 March, 84).57 Cosmopolitanism, according to Valussi, could 
thus be considered as an interaction between people, which helped to 
recognize your local identity and to ‘harmfully’ strengthen it. In Valussi’s 
ideas, the cosmopolitan would thus not strive for universal citizenship, but 
rather for a sense of  citizenship that was localized – creating a patria. This 
made the European borderlands, including Trieste, for him the heart of  
the nations, as these were the places where nationhood was encountered 
and citizenship negotiated.58

 In 1845 the journal La Favilla came under responsibility of  the 
Lloyd company, at that time starting to act as a cultural patron in Trieste 
and financing several cultural and literary magazines. One could call it 
cynical that it was La Favilla that had aimed to fan the cultural fire of  the 
triestini, which was financed by the dominant commercial and financial 
class that was the Lloyd (Negrelli 1978b, 278). Yet, the Lloyd steamship 
company originated itself  from the Lloyd news agency, which had aimed to 
serve as a trade newspaper service in Europe and the Mediterranean. The 
Italian language version for the Adriatic and the Eastern Mediterranean 



51In search of triestinità

had never worked that efficiently, since the - sailboat-driven - postal service 
in this region worked too slow to receive important trade information on 
time. The creation of  a steamship-driven postal service was the solution 
for this problem and at the same time the birth of  what would soon 
become the multinational Lloyd Austriaco (Reill 2012, 84-85). However, 
fact was that already after two years of  financial support by the Lloyd, at 
the end of  1846, La Favilla had to stop publishing because of  financial 
reasons. A paradoxical situation as well, since - even though we know 
that its activities of  risveglio were continued by l’Osservatore Triestino - one 
could also interpret this situation from the idea that economic interests 
cannot make cultural content. With the European-wide revolts of  1848, 
the ideas of  a multinational cosmopolitan risveglio of  Trieste (and later 
also the wider Adriatic) as had been promoted by Valussi’s La Favilla, were 
suppressed by the increasing calls for national autonomies. 
 The journal La Favilla, we have seen, provides an exemplifying 
insight into how local actors in nineteenth century Trieste reflected on 
the city’s sense of  municipalismo. Being one of  the first and most important 
cultural magazines in the city that explicitly aimed to raise a risveglio of  the 
triestini, the journal provided a model for local self-awareness that would 
become core to urban imaginaries that surrounded Trieste’s cityness also 
in later periods – as we will find out in later chapters of  this thesis. Trieste, 
so La Favilla reflected, was a border city that connected the world. It was 
this capability of  Trieste’s citizens to connect and reflect upon other 
cultures in the world, that characterized Trieste’s cityness. This argument 
made the commercial interests and trade dynamics of  the port-city 
core to the wider cultural values of  Trieste’s cultural roots. The editors 
of  La Favilla formulated Trieste’s cityness as a particular cosmopolitan 
imagination. This cosmopolitan cityness, I would conclude, was an 
identifying construct enabling the editors to find a particular identifying 
narrative for a city whose Kulturnation was based on commercial interests.

cracks in the eMpire

During the first years of  the new twentieth century, the economic situation 
of  the Habsburg empire increasingly destabilized, as did its political 
authority. As a port-city which political economy was strongly intertwined 
with the economy of  the Austrian crown, also Trieste’s political economy 
became highly fragmented. Trieste’s proud municipalismo based on a 
cosmopolitan urban imagination started to show its first cracks. It was 
from the 1910s that the city’s cultural elite began to refer to Trieste’s 
considered cultural crisis. Ara and Magris ([1982] 2007, 6-7) have for 
instance argued that Trieste’s culturally mixed populations did not fit into 
the ideal type of  national culture of  that time, laying the base for the 
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‘cultural crises Trieste went through.’ As discussed earlier in this chapter, 
Magris (1982a, 1982b) considered Trieste’s literary expressions the way 
to discuss these crises and to give voice to the city’s ‘revolt of  life’ against 
the cultural limitations of  the nationalizing politics and discourse of  
national Kultur. Only several years later, towards the end of  the World 
War One in 1918 and the disappearance of  Habsburg rule, Triestine 
intellectuals had surpassed their triestinità for a peak of  nostalgia towards 
‘Italy as an idealized motherland’, as Pizzi (2001, 27) has argued. In what 
follows, I focus on the years between circa 1910 and 1918 which mark a 
period of  rigorous transition of  Trieste’s political economy from empire 
to nation-state. I explore how Trieste’s municipalismo became reformulated 
in the momentum of  arising national questions in the Adriatic border 
region, by analyzing the - often literary - reflections on Trieste’s cityness 
of  several local key cultural actors. In the years towards the World War 
One, this section demonstrates, reflections on triestinità collocated in two 
debates around the becoming of  the modern citizen in the world: Trieste’s 
cityness intersects in the prewar years not only with debates on national 
belonging, but is also reformulated through debates on the becoming of  
the urban-dweller in the modernizing city. As such, this phase of  triestinità 
also gave birth to a new momentum of  cosmopolitan imagination in 
Trieste. Rather than an everyday urban experience in the imperial port-
city, these years set the stage for a cosmopolitan urban imagination of  
Trieste that was a literary aesthetic practice and intellectual project.
 The intellectual Silvio Benco observed in 1910 that Trieste lacked 
a rooted Kultur and was in need of  a destined path. ‘It was necessary that 
the city would decide; that is, that it would have a route,’ wrote Benco 
(1910, 125) down in Trieste, a cultural and historical treatise on the city that 
could best be read as a city guide.59 Silvio Benco (1874 -1949) was at that 
time one of  the key cultural figures in Trieste. As writer, literary critic and 
journalist, he moved fluently along the networks of  the city’s cultural and 
political scenes. Benco not only published many novels, historiographies 
and literary reviews, but also wrote for - among many other journals, Il 
Piccolo, La Nazione and was one of  the founders of  Umana. Present-day 
anthologies of  Benco commemorate in particular his efforts to support 
Italo Svevo and James Joyce, who had in the 1910s and 1920s a difficult 
job in making their works published (Museo Joyce Online, n.d.a; Maier 
1998). Seen Benco’s extraordinary position in Trieste’s cultural networks 
of  that time, it is remarkable that the man expressed his concerns on the 
city’s cultural development. In 1910 too, as we have seen in the opening 
of  this chapter, Benco had expressed in the local newspapers Il Piccolo 
(1910, 16 December) and L’Indipendente (1910, 16 December) that he had 
little confidence in Trieste’s cultural scene. Moreover, Benco expressed 
a certain reservation towards a literary journal as La Favilla, claiming 
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that the journal was led by ‘indocile’ individuals.60 While the editors of  
La Favilla had claimed that the triestini, in their everyday interaction in 
the shops and the port that enabled them to ‘connect cultures’, were 
’true cosmopolitans’, Benco, however, expressed the idea that Trieste 
was in search of  its cultural identity because these same triestini lacked a 
connection to the everyday city:

This originates from the following; nevertheless, sometimes, it 
seems that she [Trieste] is ignored: that the visitors of  the cafes 
at Piazza Grande, the dwellers of  the Acquedotto during the 
summer evenings, the admirers [vagheggiatori] of  the women 
at the beach of  Barcola during the holiday afternoons, avoid to 
think of  the arid, dusty city, conformed to the rigid order of  its 
aligned warehouses, which live in a tumult and in a fever, amidst 
the noise of  carts, the sound of  locomotives, the squeaking of  
cranes, dull thud of  bags, curses of  unloaders and howls of  sirens, 
beyond the walled city. The Triestines, as they are strangers to 
trade, contain in entrepot a country far away: they are not known 
with its endless streets, its warehouses with their roof  terraces, on 
which the grass grows like a bit of  hair on an immense baldness, 
the monotonous march of  the hangars neither, their parallelism 
with the great steamers of  the lines of  America and the Far East, 
which rise lugubrious to intercept the sight of  the sea ore are 
crushed above the surface of  the water, enlarged and transformed 
by the weight of  the load (Benco 1910c, 156-157).61

The image Benco drew here was of  the triestini living in their city, but 
without knowing their city. His words sketched an image of  an urban 
landscape with its citizens walking around and working, generating the 
activity of  the port city. However, in the city life Benco has sketched, the 
citizens were not able to ‘feel’ their city: they did not know what it meant to 
live in a city, to wander through its streets, they were not disturbed by the 
noise of  the machines, physically they were present in their warehouses 
but their minds wandered into the far-away places to which they send 
their merchandise.
 As I will show throughout this chapter, the concern as formulated 
above by Benco did find resonance in a wider discourse of  urban cultural 
awareness that evolved in the twentieth century, and which Trieste’s 
cultural actors formulated as a sense of  ‘being lost’. Remarkably, Triestine 
intellectuals were almost passionate with their city, yet they also gave voice 
to a sense of  being lost in the city that Trieste was at the start of  the 
twentieth century. They did so in divergent fashion. On the one hand, 
the sense of  being lost must be read within a wider Italian and European 
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dynamic at the start of  the new century, in which a cultural avant-garde 
elite called for a new paradigm in which cultural rootedness and cultural 
tradition came high on the local agenda.62 Also Benco’s evaluations on 
Trieste’s rootedness were characterized by this discourse. In his city guide 
Trieste from 1910, he oversees the city:

 
Who looks at Trieste from the sea, sees how the plateau dominates 
it and understands how it gravitates towards the city. Friend or 
opponent? The city believed him to be a friend, and generously 
renouncing any attempt to de-nationalize even at the moment 
that this was legitimate, she [Trieste] multiplied among Slavic 
peasants Slavic schools. Instead the plateau reveals itself  as an 
opponent. The newborn Slavic nationalism up there seems to 
be called to put a wedge in the Italian solidarity of  the citizens 
(Benco 1910c, 130).63

Here, Benco argues that the Triestine city-dwellers have always 
considered the Slavic peasants living at the surrounding karst plateau 
a friendly neighbor. Yet, he warns that the Italians underestimate the 
increasing nationalizing Slavic awareness. Most remarkable here, is that 
reflections on the cultural tradition and national roots of  the Italian 
considered city-dwellers and Slavic considered contadini (‘peasants’) mix 
here with territorial images of  the natural landscape experience. This is a 
particularity of  Trieste’s representations of  territorial rootedness, that we 
will find more often throughout its history of  urban imaginations.

On the other hand, I would argue, the sense of  being lost that 
appeared in urban imaginations of  Trieste, makes part of  a European-
wide crisis of  the modern citizen and its becoming in the ever modernizing 
urban world of  the early twentieth century. In case of  Trieste, maybe the 
most famous expressions that marked the urban discourse of  Trieste as a 
city where its city-dweller gets lost and undergoes an existential crisis, are 
the literary representations of  Italo Svevo (1861 -1928) and James Joyce 
(1882 – 1941). The in Trieste-born Italo Svevo and in Dublin-born James 
Joyce befriended each other during the period Joyce lived in Trieste (1905-
1915 and 1919-1920). The history of  their friendship is well-known: Joyce 
taught English at the Berlitz School in Trieste, where he met Svevo as his 
pupil. Joyce was at that time a rising literary star, after the American poet 
Ezra Pound had helped him to publish Dubliners (1914), A Portrait of  the 
Artist as a Young Man (1916) and Exiles (1918). Svevo, in contrast, faced a 
much more difficult writing career, in particular after the lack of  success 
of  his two novels Una Vita (1892) and Senilità (1898) and had therefore 
continued his career as businessman. It was Joyce who encouraged Svevo 
to complete a new book, which became the highly successful La Coscienza 
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di Zeno (1923) – the book that narrates about the personal struggles of  
the autobiographic main character Zeno who in his attempts to stop 
smoking hands himself  over to a Freudian psychotherapist. The works of  
Svevo and Joyce are often read in modernist fashion and as such probably 
even the most famous literary representations dealing with the modernist 
crisis of  the individual in the urban world. Joyce’s and Svevo’s works 
have been extensively analyzed by a variety of  scholars (Robinson 2000, 
2007; McCourt 2000; Bialasiewicz, Minca 2010, 1091-1092; Ara and 
Magris [1982] 2007; Levenson 2009, 262-274), which I wish to discuss 
here briefly, since these receptions provide insight on how the imagination 
came into being of  Trieste as a place where the twentieth century city-
dweller encounters a modernist cityness. 

Many scholars have read the literary works of  both writers in 
particular as reflections on Trieste’s border experiences (Robinson 
2000, 2007; McCourt 2000, 2009; Simon 2015; Bialasiewicz, Minca 
2010, 1091-1092; Ara and Magris [1982] 2007). Such interpretations 
stem from the authors’ references to the city’s multi-national border 
experience, first and foremost for instance by Svevo’s consciously chosen 
pseudonym – his real name was Ettore Schmitz, having Jewish, Italian, 
German and Hungarian roots. Bruno Maier (1968, 799) for instance 
remarked that Svevo’s pseudonym should be considered in context of  the 
function of  ‘Trieste as the Eastern Port of  Italy: an assimilating melting 
pot of  heterogeneous elements that the commerce and also the foreign 
dominance attached to the city.’ And also, in the case of  Joyce, scholars 
have argued that the author was fascinated by how personal identities 
in Trieste were ‘constituted by the flux of  the border, which arbitrarily 
confers nationhood upon its subjects then effaces it. History records the 
border as a palimpsest whose originary source is perpetually deferred 
to vanishing point’ (Robinson 2000, 151; McCourt 2000). The Istrian 
author Fulvio Tomizza ([1995] 2009, 99-100) considers Svevo too in line 
with other writers from North-East Italy, who all ‘have one foot outside the 
Italian frontier, which make them write in order to proclaim or discover 
their different or even slight Italian identity.’64

In drawing this border experience, the city itself  plays a crucial 
role in the writings of  both authors. Even though Joyce’s Ulysses takes place 
in Dublin, it has often been claimed that the Triestine idea of  municipalismo 
would have shaped key ideas in Ulysses. ‘Triestine textual scholarship 
of  Joyce has been neglected because of  Trieste’s own indefinability. 
A cosmopolitan border city, without the immediately recognizable 
character of  a well-known metropolis…’ has Richard Robinson (2000, 
148) however argued. By being in Trieste, Joyce was able to be ‘in many 
places at the one time’, so John McCourt (2009, 230) argued. Bialasiewicz 
and Minca (2010, 1092) summarized the dynamic of  Triestine cityness in 
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Joyce’s work in an insightful way:

Robinson (2000, 2007) and McCourt (2000) suggest that it is 
precisely this distinct Triestine “urban self-consciousness’’ that 
provides a powerful inspiration for Joyce in crafting the character 
of  Leopold Bloom in Ulysses. Both authors highlight, in particular, 
Bloom’s distinct set of  beliefs and ideas about nations and national 
belonging. These ideas, according to McCourt, were “more than 
just a political code’’; they were a (uniquely Triestine) “mode 
of  living and being. Central to them was the belief  in freedom 
and the rejection of  nationality’’ (2000, page 73). Bloom’s well-
known definition of  the nation is one, McCourt argues, that any 
Triestine socialist of  Joyce’s day would have given, in the true 
spirit of  the city’s municipalismo or “the long-established idea that 
the municipality of  Trieste was capable of  embracing different 
peoples and traditions’’ (2000; page 73):

- But do you know what a nation means? says John Wyse.
- Yes, says Bloom.
- What is it? says John Wyse.
- A nation? says Bloom. A nation is the same people living 

in the same place. (Joyce [1936] 1993, episode 12, 1419-
1423).

The for that time estranged place-image of  a non-place – a Triestine 
nationhood that was a city and which was constructed from a heterogeneous 
mix of  nations, provided inspiration for the modernist characteristics of  
hyperconsciousness and many mythical references that Ulysses became 
known for. Similar elements characterize Svevo’s work. Svevo’s novels are 
autobiographic and, important for our reading, scholars have emphasized 
how the city itself  has become the main character in Una Vita, Senilità 
and La Coscienza di Zeno. The main character uses the urban geographies 
of  Trieste as the setting for his storylines, drawing a port city driven by 
trade dynamics. Svevo narrates an urban society, that - through Trieste’s 
estranged position – formed a welcome decorum for modernist literary 
reflections: the intrinsic crisis of  the individual in relation to the world 
that surrounds him; questioning the traditional bourgeois society; and 
experimenting with traditional codes of  language. It has made many 
scholars to argue that the ‘typical Svevian character, is the personaggio-
città: [as is] Trieste itself, no longer a natural environment but a secret 
matrix of  facts and situations, a rather metaphysical, geographical or 
geometric place of  encounter which in a different scenario would have 
been different and - without doubt - less significant’ (Montale 1976, 128; 
Guagnini 1994). Ara and Magris evaluated the same sense individual 
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becoming in the modern world by Svevo as follows: 

Svevo and Saba have made of  Trieste a seismographic station 
of  the spiritual earthquakes that were about to shake the world; 
out the bourgeois civilization par excellence, whose history was 
essentially that of  its rise and bourgeois decadence, was born with 
Svevo a great poetry of  the crisis of  the contemporary individual, 
an ironic and tragic poetry, lucid and elusive, which conceals his 
own disillusioned sharpness behind an amiable reticence (Ara 
and Magris [1982] 2007, 4-5).65

New ideas and reflections on interior consciousness and the 
becoming of  the individual in the modern world, and the becoming of  
a cityness in between new ideas on nationhood, thus interrelated in both 
the literary works of  Svevo and Joyce. As many scholars have emphasized, 
the genre of  the autobiographic novel reflecting on both an interior and 
national crisis became characteristic for Trieste’s literary production - in 
particular finding fame with Italo Svevo and James Joyce as great names 
in the modernist literary genre (Pizzi 2001, 2007; Ara and Magris [1982] 
2007). Situated on the crossroad of  non-fiction and literary imagination, 
it is this literary genre that lends itself  to explore the tension between the 
becoming of  the individual in its wider environment and the becoming 
of  a certain cityness.

In order to explore in more depth how the two readings of  
Trieste’s sense of  being lost – as a city in search of  its Kulturnation on 
the one hand and in relation to the becoming of  the city-dweller in the 
modernizing city - found popular cultural resonance, I will now discuss 
the works of  Scipio Slataper. Slataper’s work has been considered as key 
to the cultural discourse of  triestinità by contemporary literary critics.

slataper signals a cultural crisis

The dynamics of  Trieste’s literary scene during the early twentieth 
century are today commemorated as marking the literary and cultural 
heyday of  the city. The presence of  nowadays world-renowned writers 
such as James Joyce and Italo Svevo but also Umberto Saba have marked 
Trieste as place where the questions of  modernity found literary and 
cultural resonance. Many of  these writers have only much later received 
the recognition that made them enter Trieste’s literary canon – Svevo is 
a well-known example. The Triestine born writer Scipio Slataper (1888-
1915) has probably been the first who was directly acknowledged by his 
contemporaries - both in and outside Trieste - as a writer of  stature, what 
gave him a strong influence on the formulation of  a Triestine discourse 
about the search for a rooted Kulturnation (Image 1.4). In my exploration 
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of  how cultural actors in Trieste have attempted to create a sense of  
cityness and a variety of  urban worlds in the aftermath of  the Habsburg 
rule, I will now focus on the writings and perception of  Scipio Slataper. 
His Il mio Carso (1912), first published at the Florentine publisher Libreria 
della Voce, has since its publication up till today been perceived by writers 
and scholars as one of  the key texts in the formulation of  the ‘Triestine 
question’ (Pizzi 2001, 44-49; Ara and Magris [1982] 2007, 96-101; Coda 
2007, 129-238). This questione triestina was then about the observation that 
Trieste at the time of  writing would lack a proper cultural tradition. As 
for example Katia Pizzi (2001, 84) has observed, Scipio Slataper pointed 
for the first time to a questione triestina that, despite of  the perspicuity of  its 
analysis, still remains out of  focus and slightly artificial.
 That characteristic of  the work of  Slataper that Pizzi seems to 
indicate as a lack of  focus, referring to the sometimes conflicting images 
that Slataper presented of  Trieste, has by literary critics been considered 
as an expression of  the modern experience in the metropolis and as an 
attempt of  Slataper to contemplate the complex urban reality of  his 
time.66 Perceived as a response to the modern city, Il mio Carso is often 
been read in light of  Georg Simmel’s essay ‘The Metropolis and Mental 
Life’ and encountered towards the city poems of  Charles Baudelaire.67 
The comparison with Baudelaire results from the similarity in observing 
the city as a flâneur: the main character in Il mio Carso shows a similar 
unmolested strolling and observation in his city of  Trieste, which was 
a place that embodied the typical characteristics of  the metropolis 
described by Simmel (1950, 411), ‘a space in which every human relation 
was reduced to its exchange value’ (Coda 2002, 155). Slataper, has Elena 
Coda (2002, 162-163) argued, ‘believe[d] that through poetry he [could] 
reestablish unity and clarity within the urban environment and in this 
way eradicate the sense of  ambiguity that characterizes modern life.’68 
In comparison to other urban Triestine writers of  his time, Slataper 
combined in his writings the issue of  the complex urban reality with an 
ability to accept his intrinsic contradictions, instead of  aiming to find a 
coherent and closed solution to his ‘interior drama’- as literary scholars 
have characterized Slataper’s struggle.69

 In what follows, I will discuss the relation between the intrinsic 
‘crisis’ and the complex urban reality in the writings of  Scipio Slataper 
and analyze how this relationship related to the start of  a formulation of  a 
so called ‘Triestine question’. Since Slataper’s work can be considered as a 
response to the modern urban experience, his work has of  course mostly 
been studied from an urban perspective. I am, however, also particularly 
interested in the experience of  the urban landscape in broader sense, 
namely in the relationship between the landscape of  the city and that 
of  the Carso, and in how Slataper represents these urban landscapes to 
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envision a wider cultural crisis of  Trieste. I propose to approach Slataper’s 
work as a process of  identity formation which must be considered as 
an individual quest for a moral connection to the territory where one 
lives. The Carso that is surrounding Trieste, was for Slataper more than 
a contrasting Other: its experience generated for Slataper the sense and 
the awareness of  the impossibility to transcend the fragmentation of  the 
individual urban experience.

From 1909 on, Slataper started to write about what he considered 
as a lack of  culture in Trieste. The first critical discussion of  this lack 
of  Triestine culture can be found in Slataper’s Lettere triestine (‘Triestine 
letters’), five ironical articles published between February and April 1909. 
The letters were published in the Florentine avant-garde journal La Voce 
(1908-1916), which aimed for a ‘regeneration’ of  modern society through 
culture and the arts, to be guided by the Italian spirit (Prezzolini 1911). 
In the first edition of  the Lettere triestine Slataper claimed that ‘Trieste 
does not have traditions of  culture,’ reminding the reader that Trieste’s 
historical traditions were economic and based on trade relations, rather 
than on cultural traditions;70 even material conditions, Slataper (1909, 
11 February) warned, do not further develop without the impetus of  
intellectual power. The writer called Trieste a sly cosmopolitan: after all, 
the development of  the city had always been about commercial interests, 
instead of  about real political and cultural autonomy. The heterogeneous 
spirit of  the city would engender indifference: 

What is therefore a city full of  such a historical burden of  dried 
figs and carobs, and tethered the legs by political slavery, and the 
soul so heterogeneous that the first principles escape to avoid 
dispersion, as we will see soon in other articles (Slataper 1909, 
11 February).71

Thus, in the following two letters (25 February, 11 March 1909), 
Slataper elaborated his thesis that the citizens of  Trieste literally did not 
care about culture by describing the (in his eyes) impoverished situation 
of  the cultural institutions of  the city and their lack of  appreciation for 
the Italian culture. The overall argument of  the series of  letters came 
to a climax in the fourth letter, which described the ‘Triestine spirit’. 
According to Slataper (1909, 25 March), ‘this is Trieste. Composed of  
tragedy.’72 Trieste’s tragedy was the ‘Triestine condition’, that slipped in 
between the past and future and between an international horizon and 
a need to integrate into an Italian state. The past had brought the city 
its commercial attitude; but the material prosperity resulting from the 
Habsburg rule was now choking the Triestine citizens. A real cultural or 
intellectual spirit, through the arts and literature such as advocated by the 
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avant-garde circle around La Voce, was not present in Trieste. However, 
according to Slataper, this spirit was not unfindable; the triestini had just 
been too lazy to make it work, since they could also rely on the Italian 
culture that was so close to and present in the city. The author made a 
striking example to illustrate his point:

And when the intellectual need was stimulated, Italy readily served 
us, like our mom rushes with caffè-latte and buttered toast as soon as 
the awakened daughter presses the button. Get out of  bed and light 
the fire and prepare your coffee? What! So it lacks us the spiritual 
tenacity that strengthens the action towards the achievement of  the 
will (Slataper 1909, 25 March).73 

Why make your own coffee in the morning when also someone else can 
make you a coffee? We triestini, Slataper argued, are

lazy: not because we don’t do anything, but because our conditions 
require much more. We engage, aware of  our italianità, in Italian 
thought. We don’t give it that [attention] what would be essentially 
ours if  we squeeze with force our aching life. At least for that little 
internal life a little peace! And we are cowards. We are afraid of  what 
surrounds us: when our spirit moves it can be shattered (Slataper 
1909, 25 March).74

Trieste, as was advocated by Slataper, needed to re-imagine its spirit of  
life. The city had to be culturally connected to the surrounding region, 
the Trentino, the Friuli, Istria and Dalmatia; it had Italian blood; but 
was meaning while different; the triestini spoke the German, Slovene 
and Slavic languages; its original language was the ladina - and since 
the establishment of  the Habsburg port, the triestini had inhabited the 
Venetian trade dialect of  the Adriatic Sea, turning this into their own 
triestino. What made Trieste particular, was its double cosmopolitan and 
Italian spirit – reflecting a dialectic between respectively a commercial 
and open attitude and need for a deeper cultural awareness. However, 
discarding one of  the two souls would have been suicide, since the city 
could not do without either of  them, so Slataper believed. 

The acceptance of  Slataper of  a plural identity can be considered 
in light of  his interest in the Norwegian theater maker Henrik Ibsen. 
We know that Slataper had been an admirer of  Ibsen, about whom he 
wrote his doctoral thesis. Ibsen had advocated the idea that having two 
existential identities could only complement each other, promoting this 
into the idea of  pan-Scandinavism.75 This point of  view on Trieste’s 
ambivalent nationhood that Slataper advocated in 1909 in La Voce, 
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generated many critiques. The Triestine writer Ruggero Timeus, for 
instance, replied that although Trieste was a border city, it was a mainly 
Italian place from which Italy could diffuse goods, people, ideas and a 
new moral (Timeus 1914, 198).
 We can consider the Lettere triestine as an impassioned critique 
towards the Triestine bourgeois world and as a - probably earliest 
- formulation of  the questione triestina: what to do with Trieste?  Scipio 
Slataper thus recorded a cultural crisis and the need for a revival of  
the Triestine spirit. This spirit was in a crisis: in between the habits 
and luxury of  the commercial past and the search for a meaningful 
Italian future. Slataper (1909, 22 April) used his last letter in La Voce to 
illustrate the Triestine cultural crisis by means of  the city’s newspapers, 
which would neither be able to formulate nor practice a proud cultural 
triestinità, so he argued. The cosmopolitanism that would characterize the 
city was a cosmopolitanism of  the idle sort; only taking advantage of  
the prosperities, neglecting the moral and cultural values which normally 
come along with a cosmopolitan style of  living.
 ‘Trieste has a Triestine type: it must require a Triestine art. 
Which recreates this convulsive and anxious life of  ours with the joy of  
a clear expression,’ Slataper (1909, 25 March) concluded in his Lettere 
triestine.76 With mentioning to the ‘convulsive’ life of  ’noi’ triestini (‘we 
Triestines’), Slataper considered Trieste’s cultural crisis a relation between 
the concrete lack of  cultural heritage of  the city and the observation of  - 
what critics have thus considered as - an ‘interior crisis’. The interior crisis 
went further than a crisis of  the collective status of  the city characterized 
by an ambivalent nationhood, or than only being a ‘reaction to the 
external stimuli of  the city. It was also about an internal existential crisis 
that preceded the experience in the city,’ as Saskia Ziolkowski (2009, 154) 
explained. It was about the search for regeneration of  the inner spirit, 
an inner struggle which can only be explained by putting Slataper into 
context of  his avant-gardist background into the Florentine vociani circle 
and drawing the axis of  Trieste with the main cultural center of  Slataper’s 
time, Firenze.

the trieste - florence axis: in search of a regeneration of the 
people

After moving to Firenze in 1908, Scipio Slataper became an early member 
of  the vociani, a circle of  writers around the avant-gardist journal La Voce. 
La Voce (1908 - 1916) – founded by the author Giuseppe Prezzolini as a 
literary engaged journal - was one of  the main platforms of  its time where 
Italian intellectuals, writers and artists discussed the cultural questions and 
social challenges created by the difficult relations between the individual 
and the world in the changing urban and national society. These concerns 
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were for instance expressed in long articles on the irredentist question or 
life in the modern city. The writers connected to La Voce sought a revival of  
the spirit of  humankind. Some believed they would find this regeneration 
in direct physical struggle of  war participation. For them, the journal 
helped to enthuse for an Italian participation and participation of  its 
readers in the upcoming war of  1914. Many of  these writers related to 
La Voce, including Slataper in 1915, would eventually die in the trenches 
of  the Great War. Others sought to reach spiritual regeneration through 
exposure to literature and art.77 The Florence based vociani received their 
inspiration from the Parisian world of  Henri Bergson, Charles Péguy, 
Romain Rolland, Pablo Picasso and Guillaume Apollinaire, resulting in 
literature that was often autobiographical and can be characterized by its 
moralism and fragmentism, resulting in an expressionist style (Adamson 
1993; 1997, 48).

Slataper belonged to the first active members of  La Voce, until 
he returned to Trieste in 1912. The Lettere triestine (1909) were written in 
Florence, for a mainly local Florentine readership. During his time in 
Florence, Slataper was surrounded by an avant-garde circle that prepared 
the literary, cultural and intellectual ground for visions on revival of  
Italian nationhood and italianità (Italianness) that would determine the 
- much more radical – intellectual political debates of  the Milanese 
futurists and Mussolini’s Fascism emerging in Italy from the World War 
One onwards (Adamson 1993; Berghaus 1996; Griffin 2007). Slataper’s 
formulation of  Trieste’s considered ‘cultural crisis’ must thus be read in 
context of  the early years of  La Voce, in which Italian intellectuals formed 
and negotiated their ideas on a revival of  the spirit of  humankind and of  
the Italian nation in particular – a question that had made Slataper to 
rethink Trieste’s cultural spirit.

The axis between Florence and Trieste was no coincidence: 
Many of  the modernist avant-garde writers around La Voce advocated a 
vivid struggle for Italian ‘redemption’ of  Trieste. This irredentist struggle 
was key to the intellectual debates on revival of  italianità during the first 
decades of  the twentieth century. Irredentism was the belief  that part of  
the nation found itself  outside the state borders and needed to be not only 
‘freed’, but also ‘redeemed’ from foreign influence – therewith relying on 
myths of  the nation’s geographical, linguistic and historical unity. La Voce 
was at the time one of  the major publications calling for it, as well were 
the Milanese futurists led by F.T. Marinetti. One of  the key elements of  
the questione triestina concerned thus also the position of  Trieste within 
the Italian irredentist national struggle. Slataper’s remarks on Trieste’s 
interior crisis must thus also be read in context of  the irredentist dynamics 
reflected by the vociani circle.
 This Italian nationalist discourse of  territorial redemption turned 
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Trieste into a city where italianità was most actively negotiated in the 
years towards the World War One. As part of  attempts to ‘regenerate’ 
the nation, national feelings during the 1860s concentrated on territories 
outside Italian state borders that were considered to have cultural, 
historical and territorial ties with the Risorgimento. Yet to be ‘redeemed’ 
from foreign dominance, these territories initially also consisted of  Italy’s 
western territories, perceived as French: Corsica and Nice, homeland to 
national hero Giuseppe Garibaldi.78 French preeminence in international 
politics, however, prevented Italian irredentists from incorporating 
Corsica and Nice into the Italian state. Instead, irredentist sentiments 
turned northeast—where Trentino-Alto Adige, Istria (with Trieste as its 
main city) and Dalmatia (with Rijeka/Fiume) had to be redeemed from 
Austrian and Hungarian dominance.79 Some irredentists even argued 
that the border regions would contain a ‘superior Italianness, more pure, 
unspoiled, austere’ (Castellini 1914, 65-66).80 Trieste had a strong Italian 
cultural and political tradition, which could ‘easily act as the privileged 
vehicle of  italianità’ (Pizzi 2001, 110). Indeed, the headquarters of  the 
irredentist movement and national irredentist actors had settled in Trieste, 
moving its headquarters to the Triestine Caffè San Marco in 1914.81

 The Italian irredentist struggle has become best-known for its 
political and military acts of  territorial annexation during the interwar 
years. Consequently, irredentism is by most scholars considered as an act 
of  radicalizing nationalism. Yet, I have argued elsewhere that irredentist 
struggle in the Adriatic was not only a radical nationalist act of  territorial 
politics, but also driven by cultural concerns of  nationhood (van Hout 
2019). This was especially the case until the World War One, but also found 
cultural resonance in later stages of  irredentist struggle. Slataper too, I 
want to argue, was in his irredentist thoughts rather inspired by cultural 
concerns of  nationhood than that he considered the irredentist struggle 
as a way to instrumentalize a territorial and Italianized nationalization of  
the Adriatic region. 

Around 1909, the year that Scipio Slataper announced Trieste’s 
cultural crisis, the Florentine vociani thus adopted an irredentist discussion 
in which Trieste was one of  the territories that would contain a pure 
italianità. Such Italian irredentist reflections made Triestine intellectuals 
rethink the city’s multinational nationhood in relation to a ‘pure’ italianità. 
Slataper (1909, 25 March), however, as he wrote in the fourth lettera 
triestina, was a bit more skeptical about the Italian character of  Trieste: 
‘She [Trieste] is Italian: but the superior culture must be found in Graz or 
in Vienna.’82 He continued that Italy would search its italianità in the idea 
of  Trieste irredenta at a moment that the Italian nation needed a history. 
However, Trieste’s ‘identity’ was neither fully Italian nor that culturally 
pure as the irredentists declared the city to be. As a city ‘in becoming’, 
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Trieste was in search of  its identity in between a Habsburg past and an 
Italian future. It was a statement that raised vivid discussion among the 
other vociani.83

How can a state like Italy, in search of  its national spiritual 
and cultural regeneration, search for its spiritual italianità in a city that 
was itself  in a cultural crisis, that lacked a cultural tradition itself ? The 
answer lays the different existing interpretations on how a spiritual revival 
should be established. For many pre-war avant-garde writers as Slataper, 
such a spiritual regeneration could not be found in material (cultural 
and architectural) heritage or territorial redemption, but rather had to 
be preceded by the regeneration of  an interior spirit that was in crisis. 
According to Slataper, the crisis of  the dramma interior (‘inner drama’) 
was often overlooked. When the Milanese futurist Filippo Tommaso 
Marinetti (1910) had declared ‘Il rapporto sulla vittoria futurista di 
Trieste’ (‘the report on the futurist victory of  Trieste’), which had marked 
the beginning of  the avant-garde serate futuriste (‘futurist evenings’) in 
Trieste, Slataper had been one of  the few Triestine intellectuals who had 
responded negatively. Again in La Voce, Slataper (1910, 31 March) had 
criticized the lack of  real spirit of  the futurists: ‘Ma i futuristi di Marinetti 
non si rendono affatto conto del dramma interiore; anzi per non sentirlo, 
urlano’. On the other hand, also the vociani were considered by Slataper 
as being too intellectual and thus too weak in their struggle to regenerate 
the inner drama. In his later book Il mio Carso ([1912] 1967, 51), he would 
write: ‘We must obey our duty. They [the vociani] are more intelligent and 
more tired. Perhaps I am from a young city and my past is the juniper of  
the Karst […]. I am not a grübler [brooder]. I have in my faith as well as 
the law. I love life.’84

The cultural crisis that Trieste was facing, as Scipio Slataper had 
observed in his Lettere triestine in 1909, was thus on the one hand inspired 
and even reinforced by irredentist visions of  the Florentine vociani on the 
Italian character of  Trieste. Yet above all, Slataper’s ideas on revival of  
Trieste’s cultural spirit was wider than an identity crisis of  the city of  
Trieste only. For him, the search for a collective cultural identity for the 
city was preceded by an internal personal spiritual crisis. It was in his 
book Il mio Carso that Slataper searched an answer to the question how to 
overcome this inner drama. 

the city and the karst

After returning to Trieste, Slataper continued his reflection on the 
dramma interiore of  his native city in the autobiographical book Il mio Carso. 
Published in 1912, the book holds between a novel and poetry. In Il mio 
Carso, Slataper let his readers return to the memories of  his life that took 
place both at the countryside of  the Karst and in the city of  Trieste. The 
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Karst (Carso in Italian and kras in Slovenian) is the vast rocky region that 
surrounds Trieste and which stretches from the Julian Alps to the Adriatic 
Sea. After his Lettere triestine, Il mio Carso can be considered as the work in 
which Slataper elaborated his quest ‘what to do with Trieste’s cultural 
crisis’ which he described in the letters for La Voce. 

Narrated in three parts, the book positioned the modern city life 
in relation to the landscape of  the Karst where the author was born. 
Although the landscape of  one’s youth is often been considered in light 
of  nostalgia,85 the by Slataper in Il mio Carso created Karst-city opposition 
did however not only function as a way to problematize modern city 
life. Rather, the by Slataper created imaginations of  both landscapes 
functioned as a way to accept the interior crisis of  human being, and 
consequently opened up the issue of  territorial rootedness. The experience 
of  crisis in this autobiographic novel is on one level the depression of  the 
character Slataper, caused by the dead of  his love Anna. But on another 
level, the crisis Slataper goes through is generated by the solitude of  a 
man of  culture, drifted away from his patria. The quest for a balanced 
relation between the city and its rural ’Karst’ hinterland is key for the 
solution of  the personal crisis, as I will now further discuss.
 Il mio Carso is written as an Entwicklungsroman. Slataper, as 
main character of  the novel, goes through three periods of  his human 
becoming: childhood, youth and maturity. The three chronological 
parts jump from the Carso to the city and again return to the Carso, and 
narrate the central character’s quest for an adequate relationship with 
his environment. The quest for a patria - a fatherland or homeland - in 
order to come to terms with the individual self  is central to the structure 
of  the novel. ‘I would like to tell you:’ goes the opening of  the novel. ‘I 
was born in the Karst, […] I was born in Croatian, […] I was born on 
the Morava plain, […] I learned Italian, […] but soon I need to return in 
patria because I feel very sick here’ (Slataper [1912] 1967, 3).86 Strikingly 
enough, while Slataper makes use of  seemingly patriotic - and in the 
1910s increasingly nationalizing - discourse, patria for Slataper is rather 
referring here to an individual homeland in the sense of  a transcendental 
place for the human spirit than to a national fatherland.87 Slataper makes 
use of  the genre of  the Entwicklungsroman, which means that the main 
character knows to liberate himself  from the social pressure surrounding 
him, enabling him to follow his own path in defining his identity. The 
quest for a patria symbolizes here the coming-to-age process, in which 
Slataper will eventually find its own path. 

Both the writing style and the underlying world view in Il mio 
Carso are clearly influenced by Slataper’s time with the vociani. The 
expressionism the vociani circle is so well known for, has a strong imprint 
in this novel. The work has often been considered as an autobiografismo 
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vociano, which refers to the style used by the Florence-based Vociani circle 
of  writers (Luperini 1997). Indeed, the autobiographical narrative 
of  Il mio Carso is characterized by this same struggle with the poetic 
register that normally prescribes chronological linearity – this type 
of  autobiographical narrative instead reflects a similar cadence as the 
interior concerns of  the author, which is a fragmented experience. The 
life of  the main character jumps between various episodes and between 
city and Karst. Il mio Carso expresses an autobiographic structure, open 
and sometimes overwhelmingly honest and personal, containing vibrant 
lyrical moments, moral reflections, phrases in dialect, and moves from 
fragments of  one memory or emotion to the other: ‘Now I am quiet and 
I travel in fast emotions’ (Slataper [1912] 1967, 50).88 ‘I feel inside me 
a marvelous safety of  the eternal life’ (ibid., 69).89 ‘All life is expression’ 
(ibid., 70).90 Introduced in Italy by La Voce, the Bergsonian idea of  the 
spirit of  great vitality, which arose from the earthly primordial elements 
as a response towards the modern urban life, was a Leitmotiv in Italian 
expressionism around 1900 (Adamson 1993; Ferroni 2011, 907-920). 

In Il mio Carso, this Bergsonian spirit is particularly expressed in 
Slataper’s descriptions of  the Karst plateau. The geophysical landscape 
of  the Karst plateau - a landscape shaped by the dissolution of  limestone 
rocks which has created an underground drainage system of  caves and 
sinkholes -  is, as described by literary scholar Amberson, composed of  
fragments of  marine organisms, which creates a ‘material space that blurs 
potential divides between the organic and the inorganic, between land 
and sea, between barrenness and fecundity, and, finally, between past and 
present as […] it opens a window directly onto long-past conditions and 
activities’ (Amberson 2018, 3). This plateau of  hybrid organic material, 
as Amberson argues, offers an entanglement and hybridity that is thus 
not only ‘ethnic and cultural but also organic, in that the primordial rocks 
of  the Karst appear fused with a Triestine humanity looking outward to 
a global reality’ (ibid., 5). The geophysical condition of  the Karst is in 
Slataper’s novel an ideal physical landscape to create literary imagination, 
in which he lets nature fuse with myth and history, making the vital force 
linking past to present, while noticing the age to come.91

Also the sea takes a role in drawing the human spirit. The memory 
of  Slataper’s grandmother’s house and of  his family’s villa belong to the 
past, while his memories of  swimming excursions to the Adriatic Sea 
are very present in the here and now through the vivid descriptions of  
the splattering waves. The sea takes the position of  a key primordial 
element comprising the spirit of  life, along with the mountains and the 
bora - the northeastern wind.92 What the natural elements mean for the 
psychological balance of  the main character is illustrated in the following:
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Where do I go? Far away is the patria [oltremare – referring to the 
political fatherland that is Italy], and the undone nest. But the 
wind elapses with me, desiring, beyond the rocky margin of  the 
Karst, and I am above the sea, the wide avenue of  the wind and 
the sun.
 I was born on the great plain where the wind runs 
through the high grass, moistening my lips like a young fawn, 
and I pursued it with outstretched hands, and I emerged with a 
warm face in the sky. Far away is the patria; but the sea glistens 
by the sun, and infinite is the world beyond that sea (Slataper 
[1912] 1967, 25).93

The natural elements contain the spirit of  life and lead Slataper through 
his life towards the goal of  finding his patria, which is a state of  spiritual 
transcendence. Although the patria of  Italy that he was searching for in 
Florence, is far away, the world of  the sea is infinite and, in that sense, 
a closer patria. The D’Annunzian rhetoric - combining religious, mystic 
and mythical symbolism with banal reality - is highly effective when 
calling for an energetic future: ‘I go forward. I am a poet. Yes, I go 
forward, certainly. The sea is on fire. The sky is great’ (Slataper [1912] 
1967, 77).94 Such words do not function to celebrate the idealized Italian 
territory, as the D’Annunzian rhetoric has often been used in literature, 
but in contrast, idealize the natural elements of  the local Triestine rural 
landscape. This landscape functions as the place where Slataper – as the 
main character of  the novel – has rediscovered the transcendent mental 
stage of  the spiritual life where the modern urban dweller was longing 
for: ‘And at the half  of  the month in the hour in which the moon emerges 
from the distant bush and makes its way through the clouds, as white and 
crystal clear as a meadow of  daffodils in the middle of  the woods, I felt 
myself  nestled in a sweet mysterious diffusion, as in a tremor of  a quiet 
infinite dream’ (Slataper [1912] 1967, 23).95 Important in the admiration 
of  nature is thus the timeless experience of  existing in an endless, quiet 
dream, while one wanders through nature. The sea, the rocks and the 
wind, are all characteristics of  the karst, which Slataper has ‘rediscovered 
[…] in a period of  my life in which they had the need to go far away’ 
(Slataper [1912] 1967, 58).96 
 This period of  being away first refers to his stay in Florence. 
There he discovered the idea of toscanità, the celebration of  the Tuscan 
landscape, which functioned for the vociani who were in search of  a 
national regeneration as the ideal landscape.97 Already from the early start 
of  the Risorgimento - the struggle for a rebirth of  the Italian nation - the 
so-called ‘macchia-scape’, created by the Macchiaioli landscape painters 
from the 1850s and 1860s, had been the ideal landscape. The Macchiaioli 



Image 1.4 - Scipio Slataper (1905-1915).
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expressed their nationalism and internationalism primarily through a 
modernization of  the landscape idiom: such landscapes integrated both 
‘the sincerity of  vision they [the Macchiaioli] admired in the Tuscan 
artists of  the Quattrocento [15th century], but that also conveyed the 
modernity and nationalism of  contemporary Italian life’ (Boime 1993, 
77).98 As we have seen above, it was such an inspirational memory of  an 
ideal landscape in between tradition and modernity that came back to 
Slataper when he described his ‘rediscovered’ Karst.99 He appreciated the 
romanticist characteristics of  the Carso and described the ‘power’ of  the 
natural landscape in modernist notions, such as expressing his admiration 
for the Carso by using D’Annunzian rhetoric, and by estimating the rural 
landscape in relation to human existence in the modern world of  his time.
 The second moment in which the first person in Il mio Carso felt 
the need to be far away, is during his stay in the city of  Trieste. Slataper 
describes the unrest his autobiographic self  feels while being in the city, 
in the middle part of  his novel. The city represents for the narrator an 
imbalance of  his personal spirit, generating unrest and sleepless nights. 
The introspective Nietzschean nightly walks through the streets of  Trieste 
let him understand where the unrest comes from. As Slataper has written 
elsewhere:

Trieste is a place of  transition – geographically, historically, 
of  culture, of  commerce – that is, of  struggle. Everything is 
double or triple in Trieste, starting with the flora and ending 
with ethnicity. As long as Trieste has no self-awareness, as long 
as the Slavic people speak Italian and the culture is fulfilled with 
and satisfied in trade, in its commercial interests, life is fairly 
peaceful. As soon as the need for a disinterested culture arises, 
the cold crust breaks open and anxious debates are discovered 
(Slataper [1912] 1954, 134).100

The streets of  the city are the instinctive place where ‘a restless and 
young animal agitates in you [Triestines]’ (Slataper [1912] 1967, 35).101 
However, Trieste as commercial city and as place of  transition, also makes 
that the city is appreciated by its people: ‘because we are happy to even 
die in your fire’ in the fire of  the new, spirit of  life (ibid., 110).102 This 
condition of  the city as an energetic place of  the present and future life, 
is something that should be admired. However, as follows from above, the 
young city-dweller feels the need to ‘ground’ again. This is the moment 
where Slataper rediscovers the countryside – his Karst - to experience a 
silence and balance in his modern city life. The city and countryside are 
not opposed to the other, ‘but in a crucial relation of  recognition, both 
being indispensable to all who aspired to live morally’ (Lombardo 2003, 
84).
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 In sum, the cultural crisis that Trieste was facing, according 
to Slataper in his Lettere triestine, has in Il mio Carso been elaborated as a 
personal spiritual crisis. This inner drama is formulated along avant-garde 
ideas on a quest for a Kulturnation and combines this with experiences of  
the modern becoming in the modernizing city. It is, however, rather a 
personal spiritual question, than a national question. The spiritual revival 
Slataper seeks for, is therefore differently envisioned by Slataper than by 
Italian nationalists. Not pure Italian nationhood, but an heterogeneous 
Triestine experience where the Karst landscape complements city life 
offered Slataper a sense of  rootedness. While in Slataper’s experience 
city and Karst are inextricably linked to each other, it is the karst which 
is for Slataper the patria: this landscape offers the young vital city-dweller 
the possibility to find himself  rooted in territory. The moral decline of  
the city, caused by the end of  the economic prosperity of  the past and by 
the meaningless hope for a political national future, turned Trieste into 
a cultural crisis. Only revaluation of  the primitive elements of  the Karst 
offers hope for a spiritual revival of  the autobiographic Slataper. The 
quest for a balance between the individual and their environment is by 
Slataper elaborated through a literary fusion between mythifications of  
the landscape, memories and future. 
 Within this conceptualization of  triestinità, the as primitive 
described landscapes surrounding Trieste do not generate a sense of  
otherness. Above all, the Carso, the sea and the mountains generate the 
possibility for the Triestine citizen to feel a sense of  belonging in his 
physical environment, which is a dynamic that shows close similarities 
with contemporary representations of  Trieste that will be discussed in 
chapter 7. Although Slataper writes about the sea, mountains and Carso 
landscapes as a return in memory to his childhood, strikingly enough, 
these memories do neither create the effect of  nostalgia, the desire to 
return to the past, nor the hope to a revival of  the past. The dialectic 
relationship between city and Karst rather creates space for a quest for 
belonging and identity for the triestini in between the various political 
worlds surrounding them – a particular sense of  triestinità. This is an 
urban imagination that exposes the desire to extend its future horizon, 
an imagined cityness that is characterized by its continuing quest for 
belonging without the need to succeed this quest. Slataper’s formulation 
of  his urban world that includes city and Karst was both about the search 
for identity and belonging and exposed the desire to overcome his own 
interior crisis.
 The fluidity between urban landscape and surrounding nature 
in characterizing Trieste is of  course not unique for Slataper’s work. 
For instance, also in the city guide Trieste (1910), Silvio Benco opens his 
descriptions and observations on Trieste from a bird-eyes view in the 



71In search of triestinità

Karst. Benco oversees from the Karst the city and its position on the 
sea, only then to move his descriptions along the Via di Nabresina, Via 
di Opicina and Via del Mare, towards the city geographies. ‘Finally, 
Trieste is close. Then, if  the bora doesn’t blow, its terrible wind, and the 
atmosphere is not hardened in a glacial purity, the city reveals itself  under 
the mantle of  smoke that surrounds it, in a warm harmony of  brown and 
gold, of  gray and silver’ (Benco 1910c, 3).103  Yet, the way how Slataper 
has made meaning of  this landscape fluidity has – as far as we know – 
not been analyzed before. As we will see more often in this dissertation, 
the triestinità that appears in Slataper’s Il mio Carso – in which the sense 
of  cityness does only exist in dialectic relationship with the Karst as well 
as the sea and that is described through a literary fusion between myth, 
past and future – will find strong resonance in the later literary, cultural, 
political and public discourses on Trieste’s cityness. 

nationalizing the urBan landscape

Trieste’s sense of  autonomous cityness became highly challenged after 
the World War One. It was in particular the experience of  municipalismo 
– as a sense of  political local and civic autonomy - that was unable to 
maintain in the overarching nationalizing identity politics of  the interwar 
years, a tendency that continued to characterize Trieste’s urban politics in 
to the 1950s. In this political context, Trieste’s authors continued to write, 
informed by their experiences and issues they saw their world confronted 
with, yet stayed far from the political forefront. Umberto Saba (1883-
1957), Virgilio Giotti (1885-1957) and Giani Stuparich (1891-1961), for 
instance, wrote in both Italian and in triestino dialect, often also situating 
their poems and stories in the streets of  Trieste. They formed part of  a 
local cultural network whose lives were entangled by their conversations 
in the city’s coffeehouses and mutual literary criticisms, therefore giving 
rise to what Katia Pizzi (2001, 55) and Angelo Ara and Claudio Magris 
([1982] 2007, 98) identified as the earlier in this chapter mentioned 
literary endogamia. Relying on a rich body of  historical scholarship on 
interwar Trieste, this section sketches the main elements that determined 
the changing dynamics of  Trieste’s sense of  cityness. It shows that identity 
politics after the World War One received an increasing visual dimension 
since the struggle for the nationalization of  Trieste embedded its markers 
for identification in the urban landscape itself. It also argues that whereas 
triestinità as a sense of  local cityness was before 1918 strongly based 
on the urban imagination of  a civic municipalismo, in the nationalized 
political context after 1918, the idea of  civic urban political municipalismo 
disappeared to become replaced by a non-political sense of  triestinità – 
only to slowly return from around 1947, when Trieste received a new 
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position as borderland within wider European power politics.
 With the collapse of  the Austro-Hungarian empire in 1918 
towards the end of  the World War One, the international community 
assigned the city of  Trieste to Italy – an act formally established by the 
Treaty of  Rapallo in 1920. From the side of  the Triestine elite, this was 
a welcome political step to maintain their commercial and economic 
interests in the city. Trieste’s commerce shifted their gaze from Vienna 
to Rome, probably hoping to preserve their wealth and privileges. Most 
historians have interpreted the turn of  Trieste’s commercial leaders to 
Italy and their ‘rather facile adoption of  “nationality” […] a pragmatic 
response rooted in historical experiences of  those committed to 
international commerce in an atmosphere of  political volatility’ (Hametz 
2000, 281); Valdevit 2004, 31; Sapelli [1988] 2015, 213-218).104 Although 
the Italianization of  the city was not that easily adopted in everyday life 
by all city-dwellers, it could be argued that Trieste’s elite paved the path to 
welcome Italy in their city. Under the liberal governments of  Nitti (1919-
20) and Giolitti (1920-21), the former Triestine cosmopolitan elite had 
maintained their influence since both prime-ministers had structured the 
civil central government in Italy’s New Provinces along former Austrian 
federal legislation – yet with strong nationalist rhetoric (Hametz 2000, 
283). As Maura Hametz observed, this combination of  remaining power 
structures for the local elite with pro-Italian nationalist policies 

would translate on the local level to support Fascist squads and 
ultra-nationalist groups promising to restore political stability. 
[…] In support of  their economic agenda, believing that the ultra-
nationalists could be controlled, commercial elites supported 
groups including the Fascist squads as useful against socialist 
agitators and Slavic activists. Well before the March on Rome, 
shipping lines, insurance companies, banks and large commercial 
firms contributed both money and material aid to the Triestine 
Fascists (Hametz 2000, 283).

Such local power dynamics stood on the base of  the later image of  Trieste 
as ‘the most Fascist city of  Italy’.

From the side of  the Italian government, the incorporation of  
Trieste – finally redeemed – meant being a step closer to the reason why 
Italy had entered the war, which had been the redemption of  the Adriatic 
lands. The myth around the Great War – representing the war experience 
as a sacrifice of  the Italian nation - became key in the Italian identity 
politics throughout all Italy after 1918, in particular in its borderlands. As 
Mario Isnenghi (1997, 284) and others have shown, this myth that was 
full of  rhetoric of  militarismo (‘militarism’) and arditismo (cult around the 
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bravery of  artillery soldiers) was ‘codified in both the national mental map 
and in the landscape,’ resulting into the rise of  war memorials throughout 
the country (Klabjan 2017, 3). 

In the case of  Trieste, the symbolic borderland that the city was 
for Italy, caused an Italianization of  its urban landscape, both in relation 
to D’Annunzio’s annexation of  the neighboring Fiume (1919-20) and 
increasingly after the Fascist siege to power in 1922. This Italianization 
was staged in two ways. First, the Italians ensured a ‘de-habsburgization’ 
of  Trieste’s monuments: for instance, the monument of  Empress 
Elisabeth was removed, street names Italianized, and the by Maximilian 
of  Habsburg build Miramare castle became inhabited by the Italian 
royal family. Second, the city landscape became marked by new Italian 
landmarks, such as the Faro della Vittoria (the lighthouse on the Greta hill 
overseeing the Adriatic Sea) and the Parco della Rimembranza (Image 1.5 
and Image 1.6) on the San Giusto hill commemorating the fallen Italian 
soldiers during the war (Klabjan 2017).

Moreover, with the Fascist movement entering Italian and local 
Trieste politics, the Italianization became much more rigid. Italian Fascism 
had the form of  a civic religion, ‘an all-encompassing ideology that would 
stand beside and merge with the nation and the state’, and turning the 
Fascist ideology into a collective myth of  italianità (Foot 2009, 55; Gentile 
1996). In Trieste too, this went along with a ‘Fascistization’ of  the urban 
landscape ‘based on the idea of  a revolutionary metamorphosis of  the 
state that would resurrect the glorious (Roman) past in order to develop 
an avant-garde model of  civilization at the global level’ (Klabjan 2017, 8). 
For this purpose, there was not only created a cult around the person as 
Mussolini Duce, by for example showing the letters DUCE on the walls 
of  the San Giusto castle or building a triumphal arch in shape of  the letter 
M on the Molo Audace, but also the city center was modernized through 
the construction of  new buildings in Fascist architecture, hosting state 
institutions, banks and national museums. The ‘metamorphosis of  the old 
city situated under the hill of  San Giusto was aimed at renovating this area 
as well as strengthening its Roman appearance, to draw a linear historical 
connection between the Roman Tergeste and the Italian Trieste. Fascist 
municipal and national administrators intended to reinvent Trieste’s 
urban center as the modern incarnation of  an ancient Roman settlement’ 
(Klabjan 2017, 9; Sluga 2001, 54). The aim was to turn Trieste on the 
borders of  the empire into outpost of  Italian civilization (Klabjan 2017, 
10). Trieste was destined to be transformed into a Fascist city, an urban 
renewal plan that was staged in 1934 and celebrated with Mussolini’s 
famous visit to the city on September 18, 1938. It was this same day 
that Mussolini, surrounded by an Italianized Fascist urban landscape, 
announced Italy’s controversial racial laws.



Image 1.5 - Parco della Rimembranza on San Giusto hill (2018).
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 Steadily, the Fascist regime took over public life in Trieste. 
Together with the visual Italianization of  the urban landscape, also the 
sense of  citizenship became subject to Italianizing Fascist forces. How 
delicate this process of  change was in the focus of  belonging of  Trieste’s 
municipalismo, has been described by Giampaolo Valdevit: 

Fascism has created the Italians of  Trieste, it gave a broad base 
to the mass of  italianità, in the end it took italianità away from the 
domination of  the bourgeoisie. […] The backbone of  the Triestine 
society [is this:], through the fascist organizations it linked itself  
to the state, as from the state it received support and security; 
this is precisely her identity that is built through this relationship. 
It does not have an ideological essence, that is patriotism with 
its aberrations (nationalism, antislavism and, if  you wish, anti-
Semitism). Ideology is at best a solidifier, not the substance. It is a 
class that feels itself  in the full sense urban, identifies with the city, 
understood as a whole, with itself, feels itself  completely master 
of  its own house (Valdevit 2004, 33-34).105 

Whereas Trieste’s commercial class had initially welcomed cooperation 
with Fascist institutions and Italian administration as part of  their trade 
driven mentality, it made them eventually ‘vulnerable in reliance on 
Italian networks’ (Hametz 2000, 287).
 The nationalizing identity politics in Italy’s Adriatic borderland 
came along with violence and repression, affecting also ethnic tensions 
in the city of  Trieste. Ethnic repressions and violence came from both 
the side of  Fascist troops as well as from anti-Italian and anti-Fascist 
resistance groups. During the Fascist years, nationalism had turned into 
a totalitarian political ideology, causing repression of  and violence and 
expulsion to the non-Italian population (among which Slovene, Croatian, 
Serb, Czech, Hungarian, Greek minorities), as well as the closing of  Slavic 
cultural institutes. The declaration in Trieste of  the Fascist regime’s 1938 
Racial Laws against Jewish presence was a significant symbolic marker in 
the identity politics taking place in Trieste. Important marker of  Fascist 
violence against the Slovenes was also the 1920 attack on the Narodni 
Dom (also commonly called Hotel Balkan). The Fascist black shirts 
burned down the building that hosted the Slovene cultural center, the 
Slovene theater, the Slovene library, all ‘Slavic’ cultural institutions which 
were key to the Slovene economy in the city. Fascist violence was a present 
denominator in Italy’s Fascist years, yet was also silenced.106 Whereas the 
attack to the Narodni Dom has remained key in the memories of  the 
Slovene triestini as exemplifying for the Fascist ethnic cleansing policies in 
Italy’s borderlands, the same event has been commemorated by Fascists - 
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then and now – as heroic act to defend italianità, thus showing the divided 
memories in Trieste’s interwar years.107

In the region of  Trieste, the Italian incorporation of  the city and 
the surrounding borderlands, caused a counter struggle by armed troops 
defending the Slavic cause. In 1924 the TIGR – one of  the first anti-Fascist 
movements – was established. The name was an abbreviation of  Trieste, 
Istria, Gorizia and Rijeka – the places that the TIGR aimed to liberate 
from Italian influence. The counter struggle of  this armed resistance 
group aimed to target Fascist party officials and state institutes, yet also 
the Italian population underwent repression.108 Even though TIGR’s 
aim was to liberate the Slavic people and lands from Italian dominance, 
their struggle cannot be characterized as irredentism, since it was a 
struggle without a patria. As the historian Giampaolo Valdevit reminds, 
the actions of  TIGR were resistance against the Italian state that had 
prohibited the Slovene community to develop. This resistance, however, 
was not determent of  territory. Rather, it was a struggle for a free life for 
the Slovene society in Trieste and other cities: ‘But it is mostly irredentism 
without a patria; it is feeling oneself  not a citizen of  a state without going 
to seek citizenship in another, and this makes it less threatening in the eyes 
of  Fascism’ (Valdevit 2004, 27).109 For Italy, so Valdevit (2004, 20) argues, 
the incorporation of  Trieste meant the incorporation of  an antistato.
 The idea of  the triestini to represent an antistato, or non-state, both 
referred to a non-rooted sense of  belonging as well as represented the 
idea that in Trieste one tried to live its life without state interference. It 
also referred to the experience of  being assigned as enemy of  the state 
multiple times in a short historical period – having to deal with the 
Fascist, Nazi and Communist regimes. The memories of  Boris Pahor, the 
Triestine writer from Slovenian background, are an example of  the way 
how Triestine inhabitants experienced their citizen-state relation during 
the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. The book dedicated to interviews on the 
memories of  Pahor, conducted by historian Mila Orlić, was entitled ‘Tre 
volte no’ (‘three time no’, 2009), referring to the threefold denial of  being 
a respected and full citizen as a Slovenian Triestine.
 The experience of  an antistato went beyond the Slovenian 
community. It was especially strengthened through the Nazi regime 
occupying the ‘Adriatische’s Küstenland’ in 1943. While this year marked 
the surrender of  Italy to the Allied Forces, the northern regions of  the 
country were still part of  the newly constituted Italian Social Republic, a 
Fascist republic in practice ruled by the Nazi regime, with Trieste as one 
of  the administrative headquarters. The violence and repression by the 
Nazi regime strengthened the sense that civic municipalismo of  the triestini 
had disappeared. With Trieste as its headquarter, the German regime 
turned the Risiera San Sabba into a concentration camp and persecution 



77In search of triestinità

of  Jews and anti-Fascists increased. That Trieste was instrumentalized 
now by both Fascism and Nazism in the establishment of  their nationalist 
identity politics, consequently also created an unfortunate framing of  
Trieste’s Austrian past with the German culture and Nazi dominance.110 
That the Triestine citizens as well as their neighbors in the surrounding 
Istria and Dalmatia were subject to persecution and violence has remained 
in public memory not only through the events of  Nazi atrocities, but also 
through the foibe experiences. In that same period, from 1943 to 1945, 
Yugoslav partisan troops conducted mass killings on the – mainly- Italian 
population (where the distinction between Fascists and non-Fascists 
disappeared) in Istria and Dalmatia, leaving the bodies in the natural 
karst sinkholes called foibe (Pupo 2003, 2005; Gordon 2006). The next 
chapter will further discuss the experiences of  exile caused by this Yugoslav 
violence, in context of  the urban history of  Trieste’s neighboring city 
Rijeka.
 When Trieste was liberated from the Nazi regime in the spring of  
1945, there was still no sure outcome on the city’s political faith. After the 
World War Two, Trieste came under Yugoslav governance for forty-two 
days in May and June 1945. Yet, in an Italian dominated city, the Yugoslav 
rule had no possibility to last long. From June 1945, Trieste became the 
subject of  international negotiations on the reterritorialization of  the 
continent and political future of  the city – known as the Trieste crisis. 
The Allied forces discussed for two years what to do with this Adriatic 
city and the surrounding regions. Only on 10 February 1947 the Council 
of  Foreign Ministers decided for a peace treaty with Italy. The Free 
Territory of  Trieste was internationalized under the United Nations 
Security Council and divided into two zones: Zone A was exercised by a 
separate Allied military (but Italian dominated) and Zone B by a Yugoslav 
government. On the side of  Italy, this political situation – the questione 
triestina - meant a deep disappointment since it reminded them of  the 
situation Fiume was in after the Great War, robbing the Italians from their 
patrimony over irredentist aimed regions by internationalist solutions 
striving for free states in order to resolve territorial border disputes.111 
In 1954, Zone A was incorporated into Italy (image 1.7) while Zone B 
went to Yugoslavia (Image 1.8). The Cold War tensions of  that time did 
inevitably restage the questione triestina, yet now situating the discussions on 
Trieste as Europe’s ‘borderland’ not as a national question but as part of  
international Cold War tensions and divisions between ‘East’ and ‘West’ 
(Minca 2009; Ballinger 1999). 
 As this section has shown so far, Trieste’s strong sense of  civic 
municipalismo – reflecting the urban imagination of  cosmopolitan political 
autonomy - that had characterized imaginations of  Triestine cityness until 
the World War One, disappeared during the interwar years as the result 
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of  harsh nationalizing identity politics projected upon the city. Through 
visual identity politics of  Italianization and Fascistization affecting the 
urban landscape of  Trieste – for the Fascist regime a way to make Trieste 
perform the role of  symbolic borderland for Italy - Fascism steadily took 
over public life in the city. Consequently, experiences of  belonging became 
exclusively linked to the Fascist state. The power takeover by the Nazi 
regime, as well as the interwar politics of  violence and repression from 
various sides - by Fascist troops, the Nazi regime, anti-Fascist and Slavic 
resistance groups, and Yugoslav partisans - did emerge local experiences 
of  detachment from the state. The sense of  urban political autonomy 
that had characterized Trieste’s cosmopolitan imagined cityness as 
Habsburg legacy, and which had been criticized in the years towards the 
World War One for its lack of  cultural nationhood, thus fully disappeared 
during the national identity politics of  1918 - 1947. Despite of  its name 
suggesting differently, the Free Territory of  Trieste did however not return 
local autonomy to the city. Rather, Trieste became restaged within the 
international Cold War politics of  that time. It is through these political 
circumstances, that the urban imagination of  Trieste as a non-state gains 
ground. In what follows, I will discuss the urban imagination of  Trieste as 
a non-state during the interwar years in more depth. Focus will be on the 
work of  writer Giani Stuparich, who was one of  the main cultural figures 
in interwar Trieste and whose ‘memories of  Trieste’ have been key to the 
grounding of  several long-lasting urban imaginations of  Trieste – until 
today. 

giani stuparich and a MeMory of thirty years of crisis

Exactly thirty years after Scipio Slataper’s notice of  the cultural crisis of  
Trieste, his friend Giani Stuparich (1891 - 1961) signaled in 1948 a new 
crisis for the city of  Trieste. ‘If  Trieste would have followed, at the end 
of  this war, the fate of  all other Italian cities, perhaps my “memories” 
would not have been born,’ were Stuparich’ openings words in his book 
that was according to the author resulting from his observation that 
Trieste had after the World War One not been assigned the same destiny 
as ‘other Italian cities’ (Stuparich [1948] 2004, 9).112 Stuparich referred 
here to the ongoing international negotiations on the question which 
state Trieste should belong to – Italy or Yugoslavia. In 1948, Trieste was 
still a city divided between states and the questione triestina would only be 
solved in 1954. On the side of  Italy, this political situation meant a deep 
disappointment since it reminded the Italians of  Fiume’s situation at the 
end of  the World War One, robbing the Italians from their patrimony 
over irredentist claimed regions as the result of  internationalist solutions 
striving for free states in order to resolve territorial border disputes.113 

It was because of  this political situation Trieste had become 
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subject to, that Stuparich published in 1948 his memoirs Trieste nei miei 
ricordi (‘Trieste in my memories’). He hoped that notwithstanding Trieste’s 
previous two Fascist decades and the confusing political oscillations 
of  that time of  writing, his book could stand in line with the positive 
and hopeful spirit of  the Triestine art and literature - as expressed by 
Svevo, Saba, Bolaffio, Giotti and Quarantotti Gambini, he wrote in the 
preface (ibid., 11). By ascribing such an outstanding position to the arts 
and culture in Trieste, Stuparich created an alternative - non-national 
and non-politicized – urban world. Part of  my wider exploration of  how 
cultural actors in Trieste have attempted to create a sense of  cityness 
and a variety of  urban worlds in relation to the changing identity politics 
of  the early twentieth century, in this section I will discuss how Giani 
Stuparich constructed Trieste’s urban world as a mental space away 
from the tangible political reality of  his time, through focusing on his 
1948 publication Trieste nei miei ricordi. As the analysis will show, through 
narrating the urban world of  Trieste from memory, Stuparich delineates 
the Trieste of  his mind as existing of  a-political urban worlds that function 
as urban spaces of  cosmopolitan belonging.

During his life, Giani Stuparich became a well-known cultural 
figure in Trieste. Born in Trieste in 1891, he studied in Florence where he 
was surrounded by the literary circle of  La Voce. After returning to Trieste 
in 1915, Stuparich signed for voluntary military service during the World 
War One, where he lost his brother Carlo Stuparich and his friend Scipio 
Slataper in the trenches of  the war. Both the war experience and the loss 
of  his brother and close friend would become determent in Stuparich’ 
further literary life, in which the memories to his lost friends characterized 
many of  his writings. He published several books of  which mainly ego-
documents, among which Colloqui con mio fratello (1925), Guerra del ’15 
(1931), L’Isola (1942), Trieste nei miei ricordi (1948) and Ricordi istriani (1961). 
During the Fascist regime, Stuparich refused membership to the Fascist 
party or to join political manifestations. It was during Fascist rule that 
many cultural figures in Trieste returned to silence, since openly showing 
anti-Fascist sympathies was impossible. Many of  Trieste’s intellectuals 
sent their children for education to Stuparich, who taught at that time 
at the local lyceum, ensuring them alternative education (Cenetiempo 
2017).

After the World War Two, Stuparich became the first president 
of  Trieste’s new Circolo della Cultura e delle Arti in 1946, the local Circle for 
Culture and the Arts. At the opening of  the Circolo, Stuparich announced 
the famous mission of  the cultural society in his speech in which he 
formulated a reflection on the role of  culture and arts in relation to the 
human spirit. Through culture and the arts, he stated, the Circolo aimed 
at constructing a common social base and liberal climate for the Triestine 
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citizens. Years of  Fascist rule had abandoned many cultural societies in 
Trieste and destroyed its human spirit and heritage, the author reminded 
in his opening words (Stuparich [1946] 2010, 6). ‘In a civilization culture 
has a balancing function’ (ibid., 13).114 At the fiftieth anniversary of  the 
Circolo in 1996, literary scholar Elvio Guagnini (1998, 28) recorded 
that the aims of  the Circolo in 1946 had been to ‘remain politically 
independent, far from any kind of  propaganda, “which misleads, deforms, 
corrodes the culture, strips its backbone, blurs its light”.’115 It is from this 
same approach and mission, as I argue throughout this section, that 
Stuparich wrote Trieste nei miei ricordi in 1948 – considering culture and 
literary discussions a way to stay politically independent and distanced.

Stuparich’ literary work has often been positioned in line with 
Slataper’s work, because of  his quest for the contrast between moral life 
and life of  the senses, between rational and instinct, turning the focus 
of  literary critics towards his interwar years – the years of  the author’s 
intellectual becoming during moments of  political crisis for the city.116 
Despite the similarity of  thematic focus, the literary style and narrative 
technique of  both writers is very different. Whereas Slataper’s work is 
considered as modernist, Stuparich’s writings can rather be considered as 
autobiographical reflections that by critics have been appreciated for their 
memorial value in that they draw a history of  Trieste while it suffered 
under Fascist and Nazi rule. Trieste nei miei ricordi thus comes with a narrative 
technique where past and present, history telling, fragments of  memory 
and literary representation fuse into one. As some scholars have argued, 
autobiographical literary reflections are not a complete representation of  
the reality of  the past, but rather count for their processing of  individual 
and collective experiences of  the past in the present. Literary techniques 
allow the reader to imagine historical experiences where he or she has not 
been part of.117

His efforts to restage Trieste’s cultural life - through his writings, 
reflections on cultural spiritual value, his efforts as local teacher, and as 
protagonist of  the new Circolo - made that literary critics have considered 
Stuparich ‘for his formation process, […] always also a civil writer’ (Apih 
1988, 145).118 Yet, because of  the strong focus on Stuparich’s personal 
development in context of  Trieste’s political struggles of  that time - leading 
to a rich body of  scholarly analyses on Stuparich’s reflections that deal 
with cultural and spiritual becoming in times that Trieste was in political 
crisis, no study to date has reflected in depth on the ways of  construction 
of  a sense of  triestinità by the author through techniques of  literary place-
making. As I will demonstrate, as an important way to engage with the 
nationalizing – Fascist and Nazi – identity and memory politics in the city, 
Stuparich constructs in Trieste nei miei ricordi an urban world of  Trieste that 
functions as an imaginary space separate from tangible reality. Literature 
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becomes a way to ‘keep breathing’ in the political world that surrounds 
the triestini.

‘My, my land, no longer mine,’ Stuparich ([1948] 2004, 201) 
wrote in the closing of  Trieste nei miei ricordi in 1948.119 In the pages 
before he had narrated the Trieste of  the interwar years that lived in his 
memories. His published memories exist of  fifteen chapters, a preface 
and an epilogue. ‘[…] I wrote these memories of  mine and from time to 
time the past intertwined with the present and from the present it took 
sometimes light, other times shadow. A few times I had the impression to 
open up with my pages a gap towards a future of  hope, and other times 
to place a stone on a concluded history’ (ibid., 200).120 It is with help of  
two narrative techniques that I want to highlight how Stuparich creates 
for the reader a window to his Trieste and designates a particular sense of  
embodied cityness. He does so, first, through literary place-making and 
second, through implementing the time tension between past and present 
as a style technique.

Before describing the ways how Stuparich creates literary urban 
spaces, it is important to first understand how the author evaluates the 
identity and status of  his city. In Trieste nei miei ricordi, Giani Stuparich 
depicts through a mosaic of  memories the elements of  Trieste that he 
considers key for the cultural formation of  the city. Whereas Scipio 
Slataper had announced in Il mio Carso that ‘Trieste does not have a 
tradition of  culture’, so did Stuparich recite his friend, in his own book 
he wanted to show how Trieste has in the interwar years developed a 
cultural tradition – even though ‘these are municipal traditions, traditions 
restricted to the sphere and the mentality of  a province’ (ibid., 27).121 For 
Stuparich, Trieste is a città dolorante – a city in pain. The author used this 
concept to refer to the isolated urban chauvinism of  the city that would 
be the result of  the many political and commercial interests in and of  
Trieste:

Trieste perhaps never had such a vast harmony of  spirits. We 
had just joined the patria [Italy], the body of  our aching city 
made into one with the patria, I say aching in the soul, because 
isolated, pressed by politics and business, closed until then in its 
harsh municipalismo, known in the world only for its commerce, for 
its vapors and its assurance companies (Stuparich [1948] 2004, 
18).122

The city, according to Stuparich, was especially known for its trade and 
assurances companies, it was politically isolated what made the city return 
to a strong feeling of  municipalismo. It is the everyday social practice of  the 
workman, according to the author, that shows the character of  the triestini: 
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One generation is enough to merge the disparate elements: 
Friulians, Slovenians, Istrians triestennize soon. Feeling “triestino” 
is a kind of  pride for the worker: triestino in the world. Therefore 
it would have been speculating, on the part of  those who not 
have an interest, sometimes about the internationalism of  the 
Triestine people and other times about their sense of  autonomy 
(ibid., 63).123

Becoming a proud triestino and communicating in the triestino dialect is 
core to Trieste’s sense of  cityness, so Stuparich continues (Ibid.). The 
Italianness of  his co-citizens is different in their diversity: ‘a place in that 
extreme observatory of  Italy, open to all European currents, that was 
Trieste’ (Stuparich [1948] 2004, 60).124 Stuparich wants to support ‘that 
we Italians of  Trieste, like Italians from all over Italy, must have the liberty 
to be ourselves’ (ibid.).125 In search of  depicting how the triestini can be 
themselves, Stuparich finds an answer in the elements and places that 
have formed public life during the interwar years – focusing on places and 
works of  culture. He moves from the seashore, to the city’s literary cafes, 
to the Dante lyceum, the mountains, to wider themes as journalism, and 
culture. Key to his depicting of  the city is Trieste’s literary and cultural 
network.

This urban imagination depicted by Stuparich of  Trieste as a 
city with a vivid cultural and literary circle had already been described in 
1934 by the literary critic Pietro Pancrazi. According to Pancrazi, these 
cultural figures formed a group with almost ‘familial’ ties and was bound 
in their who described their moral torment:

It seems to me that we can say that today there exists a Triestine 
literature. One is not guilty of  rhetoric or regionalism when saying 
that, in the last thirty years, a family of  writers, poets and prose 
writers has unfolded in Trieste, different, but to certain extent 
consanguineous, harmonized with each other. […] Common to 
all, more than the Italian tradition contains, these writers have a 
moral concern [assillo morale]. […] writers always in becoming, 
inventors of  “problems”, and romantics for life (Pancrazi [1934] 
1946, 103-104).126

Stuparich, as I will discuss below, indeed depicts Trieste through its close 
cultural and literary network. Even more, he suggests that the city has 
strongly characterized his literary work:

In short, without that I had wanted or aimed to give it a face, my 
whole city moved inside, set the tone for my setting, suggested 
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me scenes and motifs. And don’t think that a photographed 
city came out, or portrayed in genre squares; instead it was a 
city-environment that could no longer be separated from the 
characters, inherent to them; even more, relived in fantasy after 
being detached from the punctuality of  memory: inspiration and 
poetic atmosphere (Stuparich [1948] 2004, 117).127

The Trieste he describes in his book, is intertwined with its characters. 
And when the dynamics of  memory come into play, it relives as place 
that offers inspiration and a poetic atmosphere. In what follows, I will 
therefore further explore how the city moves into Stuparich’s book and 
how the poetic atmosphere creates a sense of  cityness.
 The presence of  German troops is the scene where Trieste nei miei 
ricordi starts its narrative. Stuparich then understands that the connection 
to his city is also ‘physiological’ – an embodied experience that is felt 
through physical sensations: when he notices the German troops, ‘I felt a 
disgust that took me in the stomach. Before pity, I felt sick, almost like if  
Trieste deserved that outrage’ (ibid., 13).128 Stuparich, as autobiographic 
narrator, overthinks the city’s political situation that he describes a ‘tragic 
atmosphere of  waiting, a waiting of  a violence in a helpless city’ (ibid., 
14). He questions where the struggle of  him and many others in the 
battlefields of  the Great War served for, then suggesting that it was to 
know his patria: ‘we who had returned to Trieste […] enjoyed that we 
were free, that we finally breathed. There are those who don’t feel the 
patria. Unfortunate’ (ibid., 15).129 Trieste is his fatherland, he understands, 
and the book continues to delineate how Trieste is able to breath despite 
its harsh political situation.
 His physiological connection to Trieste is according to Stuparich 
embodied in the experience of  the sea and the coastline, which memories 
he vividly describes with help of  the cadence and simplistic yet spirited 
descriptions of  the natural elements the expressionist style of  the La 
Voce scene was so well-known for. The autobiographic main character 
describes how he and his friend were ‘unconsciously proud of  us and of  
being born in a city like this,’130  as they experience an incredible sensation 
of  running along Trieste’s long shores with the palaces on their one side 
and the ships on their other. In the following scene the painter Vittorio 
Bolaffio wants to paint the colors of  ‘sunset lights in the mirror of  the 
gulf ’ (ibid., 17).131 ‘The life of  a port, in a fantasy of  childish proportions 
and tones; but what an enchanting fusion!’ so Stuparich expresses his 
excitement.132 ‘Only genuine fantasy can describe and vibrate of  feelings 
[sentimenti], creating an atmosphere of  truth and dream, of  poetry of  the 
soul passed through the eyes’ (Ibid.).133 Port city Trieste as patria can only 
be envisioned through one’s senses, so Stuparich suggests. This particular 
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atmosphere of  reality and dream, of  poetic fantasy - that was more of  
a reality than encountering the patria solely as a political affair. The way 
Trieste’s artists paint and write and breath their ‘blue gulf  under the 
bluish Karst’ turns Stuparich to argue that ‘up here was the new Italy’ 
(ibid.: 18).134 The experience of  longing for a patria was for Stuparich 
thus strongly embedded in the discourse of  the early twentieth century 
Florentine vociani circle, who strove for a spiritual quest of  revival of  the 
people to be guided by artists. He adds to this quest for belonging a very 
spatial dimension: a place that finds itself  between ‘real’ experience and 
dream or fantasy, and where one is able to feel an embodied encounter 
with Trieste.

From the sea shores, the book takes the reader to the café space. 
In the narrative, this is the place where Trieste’s artists and writers come 
together and continue to breath: ‘We could still breath in our air and not 
care much about politics’ (Stuparich [1948] 2004, 22).135 They assemble 
at the tables of  Caffè Garibaldi, on the central square of  the city, situated 
under the municipality. ‘This table of  Caffè Garibaldi, beneath the town 
hall, in between seven and nine in the evening of  the years that followed 
another war, has passed into history [è passato alla storia]’ (ibid., 18).136 
The use of  various levels of  time and space creates a distinct space in 
time: It is in the memory of  the World War One struggle – where many 
of  them fought and where they lost many friends - that the triestini pursue 
their spirit of  national revival despite the ‘current war’ by the Fascist and 
Nazi occupation. Around the café table underneath the municipality on 
the central square of  the city (now Piazza d’Unità), history passes by. 
Indeed, in the memories of  Stuparich, past and present conglomerate, 
describing the many triestini present there and including the ‘ghosts’ of  
the past with the café audience. Not only present are for instance the 
painter Vittorio Bolaffio, the sculptor Ruggero Rovan, the writers Italo 
Svevo and James Joyce, but also Scipio Slataper and Carlo Stuparich. 
Both died in the trenches of  the war, yet Giani Stuparich sometimes still 
noticed their presence in the corner of  the café (ibid.). Around the tables 
of  Caffè Garibaldi and later at Bar Nazionale, and also the popular Bar 
at Via Ginnastica – so does the book remembers -  the Triestine writers 
and artists gathered together: ‘until recently, in the saddest months of  the 
German occupation, we exchanged our melancholy and our hopes and 
talked about noble things of  the spirit at a table in that small popular bar 
in Via Ginnastica, which has now been set alive forever in the colors of  his 
poetry. And among us the memory to our companions continued to waft 
(ibid., 21-22).137 The café spaces served to remember their friends who 
had died in the war, therewith functioning as spaces where Stuparich and 
his colleagues could shut down from the politics from the ’outside’ world. 
These cafes functioned as oases of  peace in the middle of  a turbulent 
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world. Sometimes the café dwellers were startled by an air alarm, and 
they still had to be aware of  possible Nazi forays (ibid., 195), yet, they 
could in relative peace talk about their paintings, their writings, and their 
observations of  every-day life in the city. Every visitor created its urban 
world in its own way: Svevo through humor, Saba through Freudian 
poetics, Giotti through triestino dialect (ibid., 22). 

The café spaces were separate urban worlds – closed spaces 
between past and present, between everyday reality and dream worlds. 
The descriptions in Trieste nei miei ricordi of  Trieste’s cultural life in the 
cafés delineate a remarkable contrast with the outside political world. 
Trieste’s writers and artists as ‘all Triestine glory’ (ibid., 19)138 literally 
hide underneath the city’s municipality, turning this into symbolic space 
of  triestinità where they continue life in their timeless space together with 
the ghosts of  the past. And outside the café, the Fascist and Nazi regimes 
expanded their rule through interventions in Trieste’s urban landscape, as 
we have seen. They literally build their future, while the Triestine cultural 
scene lives in a separate time space – a waiting room between a nostalgic 
past and a future to come. 

A similar experience of  triestinità as space to breath, is assigned in 
Trieste nei miei ricordi to the Carso. ‘There is a relation between the Karst 
with the Triestine soul, only recently discovered,’ so Stuparich observes. 
A long walk in the Carso is a perfect method to liberate oneself  from 
the Freudian psychological complexes that he considers as modern 
myths (Stuparich [1948] 2004, 34).139 In an expressionist style, Stuparich 
describes the effect of  a view on this landscape for the human body. A 
view on this landscape can make the body vibrate, the eyes envisioning 
the beauty of  the landscape, constantly changing in the ‘impressions on 
delicate profiles and harsh tones, on picturesque frankness, only in poor 
appearance’ (ibid.).140 Yet, the Carso has only been recently ‘discovered’ 
and recognized as essential element of  experiencing belonging for the 
triestini – through Il mio Carso by Scipio Slataper. The intertextuality with 
Slataper’s book further enables Stuparich to explain the importance of  
the karst experience for the Triestine becoming: 

It is precisely this karst land, which we have behind us, that 
places poetry and love for the mountains in our blood. We learn 
to know the Karst since we were kids, and gradually with the age 
we deepen this knowledge; and even after having abandoned it 
for more distant views, we return with the soul ready to love it 
again. (I speak in the present, but I should use the past; the Karst, 
our Karst we have lost; we have been left with a little strip only 
because we would feel even more what we have lost) (ibid., 33).141
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Only recognized so recently, as essential to the youth experiences of  
Triestine children, Stuparich indeed follows Slataper who wrote that he 
only felt a longing for the karst during his time in Florence. And now it 
has been lost. The author changes the setting – most probably referring 
with these words to the international treaties after the World War Two 
that had assigned the Carso as part of  Zone B to Yugoslavia. In search of  
a way to be able to experience and feel his Carso, Stuparich again returns 
to a fusion of  memory and literary style techniques.

In Trieste nei miei ricordi the Carso, though occupied by the Tito’s 
partisans, survives in the memory of  the words of  his friend Scipio 
Slataper. Stuparich remembers the moment in 1911 that Slataper for the 
first time read him the manuscript of  what would later become Il mio 
Carso. ‘It was precisely the poetic discovery of  our Triestine soul’ (ibid., 
36),142 Stuparich remembers this moment. It is in reciting the literature 
itself  that makes the anima triestina vibrate:

I will never forget that mellow voice that gradually softened and 
vibrated with emotion, the strong mouth that modulated it [the 
voice] under the light and sharp blond mustache, and the deep 
gaze by the sunken blue eyes that every time it turns to me, as to 
intensely scrutinize my impression (ibid., 35-36).143

The described image is recorded as an expressionist painting. Thick, 
striking brushstrokes, express an emotion and experience of  reality. Those 
who would look at this painting between the eyelashes would recognize 
the landscape itself. It is drawn in the shapes of  the facial expression - the 
blond mustache as a rolling hill and the azure blue eyes as deep profound 
sky. The memory of  the Slataper’s words describing the Carso, are by 
Stuparich transformed into literary expressionism and therefore fashion 
a vivid experienced reality.

Stuparich’s descriptions from memory - of  Trieste’s seashores, 
the cafes where the city’s writers and other cultural figures assemble, 
and the landscape of  the Carso - reveal a vivid experience of  embodied 
cityness. Focusing on the techniques of  literary place-making, this section 
has shown that Trieste nei miei ricordi as ego-document fashions a literary 
fusion in which memory, reality and literary expressionism fuse into one. 
This literary effect enables the author to create urban places - in between 
past and present as well as imagination and reality- as part of  his city-
narrative of  Trieste. The reader has not been there, yet, through the 
literary expressionism that is fashioned by the literary style technique of  
the ego-document, the reader is not only able to imagine the dynamics 
in the café or the Carso, but even more, to experience a bodily connection 
with these places. Separation between past and present disappear, which 
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makes these urban places even more real. 
By depicting these places from memory, such literary place-making 

is for Stuparich a way to imagine and create a ‘freedom’ for the triestini. 
If  there is no space in the nationalized political world of  his time to be a 
proud autonomous triestino, then, we have seen, Stuparich creates literary 
imaginative cityscapes to experience triestinità. Moving in a separate time 
space, these urban worlds embedded in cultural representation are a way 
to engage with the nationalizing memory and identity politics in the city. 
As the analysis of  Trieste nei miei ricordi has thus shown, through narrating 
the urban world of  Trieste from memory, Stuparich delineated the 
interwar Trieste of  his mind – a city that existed as non-political urban 
world and as such became imagined as urban space of  cosmopolitan 
belonging. Such urban imagination was for Stuparich embedded in the 
cosmopolitan imaginaries of  Trieste as a city without a rooted culture. 
What had been a critique in the early twentieth century when the border 
city had encountered an increasing national awareness, transformed 
during the harsh nationalizing identity politics from 1918-1948 into a 
positive urban imagination that characterized Trieste’s cityness. Triestinità 
was now characterized through being a non-state.

trieste as european Border city

The image that nowadays remains of  Trieste’s post-1945 years is 
probably the one drawn by Jan Morris’ Trieste and the meaning of  nowhere. 
The Welsh author - well-known for her travel writings - published in 2001 
her memoires of  being a former Allied soldier staged in 1945 Trieste. The 
book presents Trieste as a borderland subject to wider European power 
politics and as such as a ‘city of  nowhere’. Trieste is presented here as ‘not 
just a city but as an idea of  a city’, a city that comprises hope:

In sum I feel that this opaque seaport of  my vision, so full of  
sweet melancholy, illustrates not just my adolescent emotions of  
the past, but my lifelong preoccupations too. The Trieste effect, 
I call it. It is as though I have been taken, for a brief  sententious 
glimpse, out of  time to nowhere (Morris 2001, 17).

For me an element of  hope is the essence of  cityness, and when I 
see a city in the distance, out of  the open country, I always get a 
move on myself  (ibid., 23). 

The ‘Trieste effect’ that Morris experienced during her time in the city 
in the years directly after the World War Two simultaneously expresses 
melancholy of  the past and hope for a future time to come. This image of  



Image 1.6 – View on the Fascist heritage of the Scala dei Giganti and the Fontana di Montuzza on the  
San Giusto hill (2019).
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Trieste as a city of  nowhere is a contemporary imagination of  a memory 
of  the city in the 1940s which, as discussed above dealt with urban 
reflections of  the city as a non-state. The urban imagination depicted 
by Morris has found popular world-wide resonance, yet is based on a 
wider imagination of  Trieste as European border city – a phenomenon 
emerging from these post-war years and which I will discuss in more 
depth in chapters 4 and 5. For this section forms an epilogue to my wider 
examination in this chapter of  the changing perceptions of  triestinità in the 
ever nationalizing political context, what follows serves as end mark to the 
local political and historiographical debates in Trieste during the 1940s 
and 1950s. Within the changing geopolitics of  that time, the triestini had 
to come to terms to their recent past.
 The question how Trieste envisioned its future was strongly 
determined by local historiographical debates. Italy’s postwar divided 
memories were in particular visible in the country’s borderlands, as 
also John Foot (2009, 119) has argued.144 Moreover, the memory of  
the past became ‘a sort of  ammunition depot for contingent political 
battles’ (ibid., 158).145 The historiographical debates defining the late 
1940s and 1950s returned Trieste to the middle of  the political debates 
of  that time, discussing issues around the Fascisticized historiography, 
the city’s ethnicity debates and numbers of  foibe victims. So did Trieste 
encounter vivid debates about the considered number of  victims of  the 
foibe massacres. According to John Foot (ibid., 131), the debates around 
the numbers was a way to avoid to talk about the reasons behind the 
massacres, a strategy that resulted in the creation of  new myths around 
the ‘violent Slavic other’.146 

It was indeed after years of  harsh Italianization, that Trieste’s 
culturally diverse composition returned to be an issue of  discussion in 
the 1940s and 1950s. Yet this remained a complex and often neglected 
discussion rooted in a difficult process of  coming to terms with its national 
past, which was characterized by many divided memories. The historian 
Fabio Cusin was one of  the rare yet main advocators of  a cultural inclusive 
approach to history writing in the city, calling for ‘a return to a peaceful 
life based on mutual respect’ between the Slavic and Italian community, 
so he wrote in 1946.147 One of  Cusin’s key ideas was that Fascism in the 
years before had made Italian national history into a myth. In Fascism’s 
attempt to use historiography as a genealogical tool, also the historical 
narrative of  an eternal Italian Trieste had been turned into a mythical 
teleological construct, according to Cusin (1945, 1948), instead of  being 
represented as a city in its full complexity and in particular as a culturally 
diverse city. In Venti secoli di bora sul Carso e sul Golfo (‘Twenty centuries of  
bora in the Karst and the gulf ’) (1952, 11-2) he named Trieste ironically 
‘a city of  the world’: ‘Cusin here undermined most of  the assumptions 



Image 1.7 - Trieste Italiana in Piazza Unità, 26 October 1954.
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of  heroic national narratives: Trieste’s territorial and cultural boundaries 
constituted shifting territory, and the past itself  could no longer be 
believed in, at least not “literally”’ (Sluga 1996, 28). In contrast to what he 
considered nationalist history-writing, Cusin outlined in Venti secoli (1952, 
219) ‘the complex, non-unitary history of  our city, subjected over the 
centuries to too many and diverse influences, which failed to amalgamate 
into a single balancing motive.’148 Historian Glenda Sluga (1996, 29) 
observed that ‘Cusin reassert[ed] that he [saw] history as a process of  
liberation from a constrained and fixed sense of  self-identification and of  
the past. There were no straight lines connecting past identities to present 
ones or separating them spatially in the present.’

Cusin responded to approaches to Trieste’s political future that 
found easier resonance in the 1940s and 1950s. While Fabio Cusin 
had been resigned from the University of  Trieste in 1951 because of  
his political views that were considered as ‘radical’, his colleague the 
historian Carlo Schiffrer was on the other hand invited by the Allied 
Military Governance (1947 - 1954) that governed Zone A of  Trieste to 
act as local advisor, considering him as a ‘reasonable’ and ‘good Italian’ 
nationalist. Schiffrer responded to ‘the uncertainties of  Trieste’s fate in 
the postwar period by invoking a nostalgia “for a coherent politics of  
place”’, through advocating an Italianization of  Trieste (Sluga 1996, 25). 
Arguing that the cultural ambiguity of  Trieste was an unnatural situation 
and that further development in this direction – away from the intended 
coincidence between an ethnic community with one clearly defined ethic, 
linguistic and historical space - should in the future be avoided (ibid., 27). 
Positioning the ‘Slavs’ as the people from the countryside and the Italians 
as an urban nation, Schiffrer connected this idea to his observation 
that Italian irredentism was in origin not of  nationalist character, but 
had always strived for a universal citizenship inspired by democratic 
and republican principles (Schiffrer 1946, 14-15). At that time ‘it was 
Schiffrer’s acceptance of  Trieste as a unified and homogeneous Italian 
(urban and democratic) space, neatly situated alongside a culturally 
inferior Slavic space, that earned his work legitimacy’ (Sluga 1996, 28). 
Schiffrer thus spoke to a general idea - also of  the Allied forces - that 
considered Yugoslavia a threat to the cultural safety of  Italy and the 
democratic safety of  Europe.

The idea that Trieste should be formed as a coherent city, was 
thus challenged by Fabio Cusin, who came up with an alternative history 
of  Trieste in 1952. In this book, Cusin did not only propose a culturally 
diverse city, but also responded to the alternative literary way of  history-
writing that had in the interwar years developed among Trieste’s literary 
authors. So did Venti secoli di bora sul Carso e sul Golfo open with a letter from 
Cusin to the Triestine poet Umberto Saba (1883 - 1957), a letter that 
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served as preface for the 1952 edition. In this letter, dated already on June 
1949, Cusin replied to Saba’s response to the manuscript of  his book. 
‘You assert that my story is controversial’, wrote Cusin (1952, 5),149 ‘and 
that my too tormented and sad ironies cannot even make us laugh.’150 
However, ‘true history’, replied Cusin, ‘is no poetry! Due to its nature, it 
cannot be harmonious and balanced; the historical judgement, at least 
when it is born out of  melancholy because it indicates that every result 
already achieved, does not hold up in the long run’ (ibid.).151 Cusin wanted 
to move away from – what he calls - the Freudian pseudo-knowledge of  
Trieste’s interwar and war years. ‘To free oneself  from the dream also 
means to free oneself  from the past wrapped into our protective pseudo-
consciousness that would like to show us the things as they are more 
convenient to our balance,’ Cusin (ibid., 6) wrote to Saba, while referring 
here to Saba’s poetry that was inspired by Freudian subconsciousness.152

Also the way Cusin structured his book fitted this critique. In 
contrast to how authors like Slataper or Stuparich had described the 
urban landscape as imaginative cityscapes, Cusin depicted the San 
Giusto hill, Servola, the Carso, the Istrian landscape, the Alps and the 
sea as familiar and territorial elements creating the history of  the city 
dwellers – this approach would make the triestini feel closer to the history 
of  their world (Cusin 1952, 12). Cusin’s history took territorial aspects of  
the landscape of  and surrounding Trieste as starting point for narration. 
Re-appropriating the Carso rocks from the foibe experiences, Cusin (ibid., 
14) for instance claimed that people had started settling at the place where 
now Trieste is, because ‘the caves of  the Karst represent an excellent 
refuge against the cold too.’153 The karst created the ideal circumstances 
for men to survive in the climate of  the territory 50000 years earlier. 
Natural circumstances as Leitmotiv for the development of  the region of  
Trieste were also assigned to the sea, that would have provided freedom 
to the city. So did Cusin argue that the Dutch and English had brought 
the idea to Trieste that the sea is an open and free space, no-ones property 
(Image 1.9), ‘It is certainly the first modern idea that has reached the 
Triestines. […] The spirit of  the Reformation has indirectly created the 
customs of  the bourgeois society with broad, practical, tolerant ideas, 
while the old Mediterranean Catholic world is spiritless, economically 
weakened, morally dejected’ (ibid., 460).154 Cusin was one of  the first 
scholars in Trieste who identified the power of  a nationalist teleological 
exploitation of  Trieste’s urban identity. In other words, he recognized the 
power of  myth and invention of  tradition in history-writing avant-la-lettre. 
He opened up the process of  mythmaking, but also ironically produced 
such myths himself, not in the latest place by putting forward the position 
of  the bora wind in his book title and the karst in his narrative.

The imagination of  Trieste’s 1940s and 1950s years as has been 



Image 1.8 – Peasants working in a field with ‘We want freedom, we 
want Yugoslavia’ painted on a wall in the background, Trieste 1947. 

Image 1.9 - ‘Il mare è libero’. Illustration accompanying Cusin’s thoughts on the role of the sea 
for Trieste’s history (1952).

Image removed due to copyright restrictions



94 Rediscovering Cityness

constructed today, as a ‘city of  nowhere’ famously described in 2001 by 
Jan Morris, can be considered a metaphor touching upon the experience 
of  these two decades in which the local discussions moved in between a 
melancholic past and hope for a future to come. As the above discussion 
of  the historiographical debates of  these post-war years has shown, the 
memories of  the interwar and war years indeed ‘became a deposit of  
munition’ (Foot 2009, 158) for the local political struggle of  the 1940s 
and 1950s. Yet, the nostalgic element that had characterized the interwar 
cultural and historical appropriations on Trieste, disappeared. The 
critiques of  historian Fabio Cusin revealed several of  the key debates 
that determined the public memory of  post-war Trieste. Vivid debates 
by historians and public figures on the number of  foibe victims were most 
probably a veal to hide the underlying reasons for the massacres. It was 
Cusin who argued in this context that Trieste should adjust its cultural 
diversity and come to terms with its ways of  writing local history. He 
both criticized Fascist historiography and the alternative historiography 
developed by Trieste’s writers that he considered as ‘Freudian pseudo-
knowledge’. Through de-mythifying Trieste’s various urban landscapes, 
the triestini would retrieve control on the political and historical belonging 
to their city. In so doing, Cusin highlighted how triestinità had been shaped 
by Trieste’s writers into various urban landscapes of  the mind – cultural 
urban worlds that served to negotiate within the complex nationalizing 
identity politics of  that time. Although Cusin would have agreed with 
his colleague Silvio Benco who argued in 1910 that nostalgia is a poor 
counsellor, he could however not foresee that after the 1950s it would 
become this nostalgic imagination of  an urban world that once was that 
would develop an afterlife of  its own, as the next chapter will discuss.

conclusion

This chapter has explored the changing perceptions of  triestinità as a 
historical phenomenon of  urban belonging. It examined triestinità as an 
emerging sense of  cityness in Trieste during various phases of  regional 
identity politics, undergoing a political transition from imperial to national 
citizenship. Emphasizing that the articulation of  Trieste’s urban identity 
is strongly linked to the historical presence of  its writers – thus considering 
triestinità the product of  Trieste’s city-writer dialectic - I showed that 
triestinità increasingly emerged as a cultural act of  citizenship, manifesting 
itself  as alternative form of  belonging in relation to the changing 
nationalizing political context. In analyzing the production, reception, 
and use of  triestinità in a cultural and political discourse, the chapter has 
shown that for various generations of  Triestine writers, Trieste was an 
imaginative cityscape where a cosmopolitan urban identity has been 



95In search of triestinità

inscribed into particular places of  the city. 
My long-term historical yet in depth literary analyses of  political 

and cultural expressions of  urban belonging in Trieste identified key 
nuances in the emerging sense of  cityness from the nineteenth century 
onwards and discerned four stages and tropes. First, during the Habsburg 
imperial rule, Trieste’s cityness evolved into a proud municipalismo – based 
upon its experiences of  relatively economic and political autonomy that 
granted nineteenth century Trieste a wide cosmopolitan imaginary as 
heterogeneous and modern port-city. It was in particular within the late 
nineteenth century context of  national awakening that the celebration 
of  the urban became highly apparent. Triestine municipalismo, as a 
cosmopolitan urban imaginary, increasingly reflected upon the need 
to connect this urban sense of  belonging to a rooted cultural tradition. 
Whereas in the nineteenth century this articulation of  a Triestine 
Kulturnation was based upon a narrative of  Trieste as cultural border 
city that connected citizens in the world – and thus as everyday urban 
experience in the imperial port-city, this changed during the momentum 
of  arising national questions in the Adriatic border region. As a second 
stage, in the years towards and during the World War One (1910-1918), 
the articulation of  triestinità changed focus towards rather intellectual 
questions on national belonging and urban dwelling in the modernizing 
city, finding its way to literary mediations and in articulations of  cultural 
acts of  citizenship. In the ever-nationalizing political context after 1918, 
the ideals of  the Fascist and Nazi regime grounded also in Trieste and 
nationalized the urban landscape, making Trieste to perform the role 
of  symbolic Italian borderland. Trieste’s idea of  civic municipalismo 
disappeared to become replaced by a non-political sense of  triestinità – 
which I marked as the trope of  Trieste as non-state. This third trope 
was created through literary aesthetic practice, through which the city’s 
writers created alternative imaginative cityscapes. So did the literary work 
of  Giani Stuparich present an alternative world of  urban belonging for 
the triestini. By a literary fusion in which memory, reality, and literary 
expressionism fuse into one, he created alternative imaginative cityscapes 
in which the experience of  triestinità floats into a separate time space – 
away from the harsh nationalizing identity politics of  the 1918-1947 
years. The urban imagination that emerged from this literary enactment 
was embedded in the cosmopolitan imaginary of  Trieste as a city without 
a rooted (national) culture. This urban imagination of  Trieste as a non-
state gave new impetus to the development of  triestinità as an act of  
cultural citizenship. After the war, when the city had to re-negotiate its 
triestinità within the historical memory debates and local politics of  that 
time, it was exactly the aspect of  Trieste’s sense of  cityness as merely 
cultural citizenship - a literary aesthetic cityscape floating between past 
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and future - that became criticized. A fourth trope emerged: Trieste as 
city of  nowhere, in which Trieste tried to retrieve a civic significance. The 
four stages and tropes of  a Triestine sense of  cityness are no hard turning 
points, but build upon experiences of  previous phases. 

Both forms of  triestinità – the first resulting from a proud 
municipalismo based on experiences of  political and economic autonomy 
and the second driven by a desire to expose a cultural form of  citizenship – 
form part of  one historical dialectic, in which a multi-national border city 
tries to retain a certain level of  self-determination in everyday life, while the 
political circumstances require national commitment. On a political level, 
this chapter thus mapped a shift of  states and regimes and the therewith 
related shifting perceptions of  political citizenship, while on a cultural 
level this chapter traced a continuity in the existence of  a Triestine sense 
of  cityness. As this chapter has shown, many Triestine writers show a 
similar desire to transform Trieste’s urban landscapes - the city, the Carso 
and the sea - into imaginative cityscapes, inscribing the literary ‘self ’ into 
the city as a revolt against the ongoing struggle for political citizenship 
and belonging in the city. As such, the literary production of  a distinct 
sense of  cityness became a way to manifest border experiences in what 
I trace as acts of  cultural citizenship – an understanding of  citizenship 
as an act through which citizens communicate common experiences and 
discourses of  empowerment and through which the urban inhabitant 
relates him/herself  to the surrounding society.

Trieste’s distinct sense of  cityness, I hope to have shown, was 
a continuously present yet highly changing historical phenomenon. It 
responded to the identity politics of  the time and involved intertwined 
narratives of  the changing ideologies of  cosmopolitanism, nationalism, 
irredentism, multiculturalism, and localism – a historical dynamic of  
cityness that has not been explored by scholars of  Trieste’s literary and 
political border experiences before. For while the discourse of  triestinità 
gives an impression of  historical repetition and continuity, my approach 
showed that triestinità raised multiple momentums of  cosmopolitan 
imagination in the city. Whereas the cosmopolitan imaginary emerged 
for Slataper, for instance, from a confluence between Trieste’s commercial 
attitude and Italian cultural awareness, thus reflecting an everyday 
experience in the imperial port-city, this chapter also showed that the 
cosmopolitan imagination was as much a literary aesthetic practice and 
intellectual project, reflecting broader modernist concerns of  the relation 
between the modern city-dweller and its urban worlds. The creation of  
imaginative cityscapes by Trieste’s writers – produced in response to the 
political contexts of  their production - served on the one hand to map the 
challenges of  a sense of  cityness in the making, yet on the other exposed 
a desire to overcome the identity-making processes itself. As such, I 
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would suggest that the cosmopolitan imagination becomes a cultural 
medium itself: The urban imagination was for triestini an instrument to 
communicate and transmit the relations between the self  and the other, 
and to situate themselves within their continuously changing urban worlds. 
This is a crucial mechanism in understanding how senses of  cityness and 
their imaginative cityscapes were rediscovered in contemporary urban 
imaginations of  Trieste and Rijeka. Before exploring these contemporary 
re-imaginings, the next chapter will now first investigate the dynamics of  
cityness in Trieste’s neighboring city Rijeka.
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Chapter two

City of  adventures.
Rijeka in search of  autonomy

In the midst of  the political turmoil that was the World War One, a great 
future was prognosticated for Rijeka.155 The Rijekan historian Edoardo 
Susmel predicted in 1917 that

To Fiume, therefore, due to its favorable geographical position, is 
reserved a great development, a great future. And if, at this point, 
we push our gaze across the events of  our past, we will see that, 
insofar as our city has known the anxieties of  unfortunate moments, 
and no matter how some shadow of  a threat has passed over her, 
she has never been imprisoned in her marvelous momentum, in her 
work effervescence, in the beautiful alacrity of  the preparation of  a 
greater future (Susmel 1917, 91).156

The above citation evokes a recurrent distinct sense of  cityness throughout 
Rijeka’s history, namely one in which the urban ‘Fiuman’ spirit would 
not be overwhelmed by political discord and power politics – often 
formulated in a trope of  Rijeka’s ‘grande avvenire’ (‘great future’). In 
line with the promises for a great future, the urban world of  Rijeka was 
indeed appropriated by many different political forces. Especially from 
the nineteenth century onwards, the city inspired a mosaic of  political 
identifications. The Habsburg empire, Rijekan Autonomists, Italian 
irredentist nationalists, Croatian nationalists and avant-garde artists all 
inscribed their own visions for the future onto this border city in which 
they found a suggestive image of  their foreseen utopian society. This 
chapter explores these changing perceptions of  Rijeka’s distinct sense 
of  cityness – an autonomous experience of  urban empowerment, in the 
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context of  political transitions from imperial to national citizenship. It 
moreover questions how the city’s narratives have been made the object 
of  active processes of  memory making.
 The image of  Rijeka as a city that promises a ‘grande avvenire’, as 
Susmel suggested in 1917, inspired an urban narrative that describes the 
city as a site of  adventure and promise, and as embodying exceptional 
historical experiences. Rijeka’s past has thus been characterized, among 
other things, in terms of  its ‘autonomous spirit’ (Klinger 2007; Jeličić 
2015/6), as ‘revolutionary feast’ (Salaris 2002) or as ‘city of  passions’ 
(Pupo 2018). Rijeka experienced an ongoing struggle with foreign powers 
and thus had ‘its status of  autonomy never secured as Trieste’, which 
‘made its political evolution much more aware of  the political conflict and 
the importance of  the negotiation’ (Klinger 2007, 3). In comparison to 
triestinità, Rijeka’s distinct cityness often served much more explicit political 
purposes. The many continuing interests in the city also resulted into a 
divided urban historiography which wrote the city into broader national 
histories. It is because of  Rijeka’s divided histories and historiographies, 
that historians have suggested, increasingly from the late 1990s onwards, 
that Rijeka is still an ‘unknown territory’.157 
 In response to such divided histories, some scholars have turned 
towards the discussion of  urban heritage as a way to analyze the historical 
layers and identitary shifts in the city’s past (Matejčić 2013; Đekić 2006; 
Lukežić 2004) and to make sense of  the ideological boundaries in the city 
(Rijeka in flux project 2018-2020). Simultaneously, other historians advocated 
the ‘need for a transnational historical approach for this town and the 
whole Northern Adriatic’ (D’Alessio 2018, 15) that should highlight 
themes of  coexistence and cooperation in the city and the wider region. In 
a similar manner, others examined the influence of  national and imperial 
identity politics on local identifications (D’Alessio 2018; Abram 2017; 
Fried [2001] 2005) or afforded particular attention to the city’s politics 
of  autonomy (Jeličić 2015/2016, 2018; Klinger 2007). Urban histories, 
either embedded in Croatian (Žic 2007) or in Italian (Stelli 2017; Pupo 
2018) historiographical traditions agree on the experience of  autonomy 
as a shared urban identity that provided the political legitimacy for a 
city state, a force that reached a peak during D’Annunzio’s occupation 
and disappeared under Fascist and Yugoslav rule, so Pupo (2018, 5) 
has argued. Building on the existing historiography on Rijeka’s urban 
identifications, this chapter will focus in particular on the construction of  
such urban narratives of  autonomy and distinct cityness, which, I argue, 
did not disappear under Fascist and Yugoslav rule, but developed a long 
afterlife as cultural expressions of  citizenship. The chapter thus takes the 
representation of  Rijeka as a ‘disruptive’ political place as the starting 
point for a broader examination of  cityness, thereby using the struggle 
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for urban autonomy to explore the historical development of  cultural 
citizenship in the city.

I explore in this chapter how Rijeka’s local cultural and political 
actors imagined and experienced a distinct sense of  cityness from the 
late nineteenth century until the 1960s. As in the previous chapter, also 
this chapter will thus take a historical approach to the meaning-making 
process of  Rijeka, exploring how the search to urban autonomy for local 
cultural and political actors fashioned a distinct sense of  place in Rijeka. 
Every section focusses on a moment of  political turmoil in which the 
public debate on Rijeka’s future re-emerged, exploring how political 
and cultural actors in the city responded – by means of  their cultural 
formulations of  citizenship – to the identity politics of  their time. Although 
the body of  source materials in this chapter is diverse – depicting the 
local debates around Rijeka’s cityness in Italian, Croatian, Hungarian, 
German and sometimes fiumano dialect – most of  my sources reflect 
expressions of  cityness in Italian. This is so for the reason that this was 
initially the language that during the imperial era was adapted by Rijeka’s 
urban elite to claim a distinct position within the empire, remaining the 
key language of  the autonomist forces during the course of  the twentieth 
century.158 During the early twentieth century, the Italian language of  the 
city was however eagerly appropriated by Italian nationalists as a ‘proof ’ 
of  the Italian character of  the city, consequently strongly Italianizing 
Rijeka during the 1920s-1940s. The Italian language became a pillar of  
nostalgia for the Rijekan exile community after the incorporation of  the 
city into Yugoslavia in the 1940s. 

 The analysis discerns four stages and tropes in the development 
of  a Rijekan sense of  cityness. Firstly, the imagination of  urban 
autonomy, which was rooted in the Habsburg experiences of  imperial 
patriotism during Rijeka’s nineteenth-century status as corpus separatum 
and which turned into a politically mobilized urban patriotism. Secondly, 
the articulation of  the Fiume irredenta discourse that drove the claims of  
urban autonomy away from the Rijekans themselves in the years during 
the World War One. Thirdly, the imagination of  Rijeka as a ‘delta of  
cultures’ during the interwar years of  Fascist rule and Italianization 
politics, which made Rijeka’s sense of  autonomy disappear in political 
terms, yet to return in a cultural imaginary of  the city. The idea of  Rijeka 
as a delta of  cultures received a long afterlife in the fourth imagination of  
the city, namely as ‘Fiume in exile’, which appeared from the 1940s and 
1950s as a processing of  the mnemonic experiences of  exile and which 
articulated in these exile experiences a sense of  belonging to the city that 
had forever been lost. 

This chapter will show how the experience of  losing political 
autonomy inspired several generations of  cultural and political figures 
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in Rijeka to reestablish independence. This struggle manifested itself  in 
urban imaginations that foresaw a great future for the city. It gave rise to 
several political ‘adventures’ and meanwhile inspired cultural claims for 
urban empowerment and ownership at the moment when the political 
ties with the city disappeared. This historical chapter thus identifies key 
nuances in Rijeka’s representations of  autonomy from the late nineteenth 
century onwards, and shows that for various generations of  cultural and 
political figures in the city, Rijeka was a disruptive political place that 
gave space to experimenting with common experiences of  citizenship 
and ownership in a city that was politically not always theirs.

hungarian legacies

As is the case with Trieste, also Rijeka’s sense of  cityness is embedded 
in its history and experiences of  empire. These imperial experiences 
were for Rijeka not Austrian but Hungarian, since the city had been 
part of  the Hungarian Dual Monarchy. Starting from the insight (which 
I have discussed in more detail in the previous chapter) that a sense of  
nationhood in the Habsburg era existed and repeatedly moved between 
local and imperial senses and practices of  belonging, this section will first 
map how Hungarian imperial history and the cosmopolitan experiences 
related to this past, gave rise to a series of  urban imaginations that in 
different ways represented Rijeka as autonomous city. Whereas historians 
have often emphasized Rijeka’s autonomous historical status within 
the Habsburg empire (Žic 2007, 54; Stelli 2017, xii; Pupo 2018, 3-37; 
Jeličić 2015/2016, 32-58; 2018; Klinger 2007; D’Alessio 2018, 91), I am 
particularly interested in the different and changing understandings of  
this autonomous urban imagination. Mapping and tracing the origins 
of  the various imaginaries of  urban autonomy, this section shows that 
local identifications can until the 1890s been considered as what some 
historians have identified as ‘imperial patriotism’ (D’Alessio 2003, 
9-10; Judson 2016, 7-8) – a sense of  political or institutional loyalty to 
the empire as long as a cultural nationalism and local autonomy was 
permitted. From the 1890s onwards, this radically changes into an urban 
patriotism, in which the sense of  loyalty becomes exclusively dedicated to 
the city and the imperial state structures are only considered instrumental 
for urban autonomy. 

urBan iMaginaries of iMperial patriotisM

Located on the shores of  the Adriatic, in between Istria and Dalmatia, 
Rijeka developed as an important port city for the wider hinterland. 
Just like its neighbor Trieste, Rijeka’s port had received the status of  
porto franco (free port) by the Habsburg emperor in 1719, extended to the 



Image 2.1 – A view on the new Quartiere del Molo (on the right) from the Via del Molo (1898).
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whole city in 1769.159 In constant rivalry with Trieste, Rijeka developed 
into a flourishing port economy, attracting various notable international 
trade companies and industries such as (but not only) the sugar refinery, 
the paper factory, the shipyard industry and the oil refinery. Maybe best 
known among these companies was the sugar refinery, property of  an 
Antwerp private company, which constructed a prestigious large building 
as its headquarters in the style of  Baroque classicism.160 The building 
would later be known as the Rikard Benčić complex, hosting in 1851 
a tobacco factory and from 1945 an engine factory. And although the 
experiences of  a flourishing port city did not affect the life of  all citizens 
of  Rijeka (Driessen 2005, 138), the international economic activity, the 
presence of  several outstanding foreign companies and the possibility to 
develop its urban landscape (which will be discussed below) raised urban 
imaginations that assigned a cosmopolitan experience to its autonomous 
status, until today often described by historians as the era of  ‘Hungarian 
idyll’ (Stelli 2017, 147-160; Klinger 2007, 165-173), or as ‘the grand 
moment of  the city – an almost idyllic period in the relations between 
Rijeka and Hungary’ (Fried [2001] 2005, 29). The Hungarian idyll, as 
discussed below, was indeed embedded in a sense of  imperial patriotism.

Rijeka’s experiences of  empire and the good relation of  the city 
with the Hungarian state are strongly embedded in two moments in which 
Rijeka had an institutional status as corpus separatum – the city constituted a 
separate juridical body within the larger imperial state. Already in 1779, 
empress Maria Theresa had announced Rijeka this status. In practice, 
this meant that the centralizing forces of  Hungary were little and solely 
focused on protecting Hungarian noblemen and their interest in the 
city. Rijeka was in juridical, political and economic terms dominantly 
autonomous. As we read in Klinger:

Everything that was specifically “Fiuman” – all the activities 
related to seafaring, long distance trade an all the relations with 
foreigners was left to the local institutions that were autonomously 
developing and adapting to the local situation, starting from their 
Austrian blueprints (Klinger 2007, 71).

The city thus enacted a privileged status under the reign of  the Hungarian 
crown. As part of  an ethnically diverse urban society, the Hungarians 
did however only constitute a minority, while the city was in cultural 
terms dominantly Italian and Croatian.161 During its history, Rijeka was 
frequently subject to strong power politics. It was taken by Napoleon 
and the Austrians, and returned to Hungary in 1822. With the 1848 
revolution, the city became part of  the Kingdom of  Croatia, only to be 
returned to the dual monarchy of  Austro-Hungary in 1868 as part of  the 
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Croatian-Hungarian settlement. After years of  negotiation between the 
Croatia and Hungary on the belonging of  Rijeka, the city was for the 
second time assigned as corpus separatum in 1870 (Jeličić 2015/6, 32-38; 
Klinger 2007).
 This historical period of  the corpus separatum was an era of  
relative prosperity. As discussed earlier, this prosperity has often been 
commemorated as years of  Hungarian idyll, marking a relatively good 
relationship between the city council and the Hungarian state. For most 
historians, the political symbol for these idyllic years is the figure of  Giovanni 
De Ciotta, Rijeka’s mayor from 1872 till 1896.162 The importance assigned 
to De Ciotta is due to the fact that his administration covered almost the 
whole period of  the Hungarian idyllic years (which ended, as we shall see 
indeed, in 1896) and was marked by a modernization of  Rijeka’s urban 
landscape – thus leaving very visual traces of  the urban prosperity. When 
the Rijekan (Italian speaking) historian Edoardo Susmel, for instance, 
concluded in Disegno storico della città di Fiume (‘Historical design of  the city 
of  Fiume’, 1917) that Hungary had offered the city so much prosperity 
and modernization, he emphasized this was enabled by De Ciotta:

To conclude: the re-connection of  our city to Hungary, which 
was indispensable a direct outflow to the Adriatic, gave a new 
and vigorous impulse to the flourishing of  the Fiuman commerce 
and industries; which led to a significant increase in population 
and material improvement of  the city. […] The mayor Giovanni 
de Ciotta, whose name will remain memorable for the great 
public works accomplished by him during the long and sapient 
government of  the city (1872-1896), was the soul and mind of  
this period – the most agreeable, the most feverish of  the urban 
development (Susmel 1917, 90).163

The historian then recites a long list of  architectural efforts constructed 
in the city under De Ciotta’s governance, such as the City Theater, the 
acquedotto, the canalization of  the Rječina and the creation of  the Canal 
Morto (‘dead channel’ – the brackish water connecting the fresh river 
with the salt sea), as well as school buildings (Susmel 1917, 91). The 
positive words of  Susmel for the Hungarian governance are striking, 
since his book was published on the eve of  arising Italian claims for the 
city. It indicates the importance assigned to the modernization of  the 
urban landscape by De Ciotta. 

It was indeed under De Ciotta’s mayorhood (1872-1896) that the 
city underwent rigorous transitions in the shape of  its urban landscape, 
most visible probably from the early 1870s onwards on the side of  the 
city’s waterfront, with the establishment of  a new modern port and 
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the connection of  Rijeka to Hungary’s railway system, connecting 
Rijeka to Zagreb, Vienna and Budapest.164 The new port was ‘not 
only a fundamental wedge in the renewed maritime economy of  the 
city, but also a decisive component of  the new identity’ of  the city that 
had turned its center towards the waterfront (Zucconi 2008, 60). One 
of  the first initiatives of  the newly elected mayor De Ciotta had been 
in 1873 to announce a concourse for the design of  a modern maritime 
city. The Programma relativo al concorso per l’elaborazione di un piano generale di 
allargamento, regolazione e distribuzione della città di Fiume (‘Program related to 
the competition for the elaboration of  a general plan of  enlargement, 
regulation and distribution of  the city of  Fiume’) that is cited in Zucconi 
(2008) was full of  expectations of  a great future for Rijeka. The urban 
development plan should contribute to

A basis for the new configuration of  the maritime city of  Fiume 
with reflection on its subsequent development, essentially 
commercial; [a] development that should be expected at the 
outflow of  the main Hungarian railway line from Carlstadt, 
from the lateral trunk of  the southern S. Peter and from the 
construction of  a vast port (Zucconi 2008, 61).165

In the years that followed, Rijeka’s city center received a city hall, a hospital, 
a commercial and maritime school, a stock building, an indoor market, 
public parks, cultural institutions and a governor’s palace (Zucconi 2008, 
62). The same railway that was constructed for port activities initiated 
the first touristic possibilities east of  Rijeka along the Adriatic coast – in 
1891 the first grand hotel was built in the town of  Cirkvenica, which 
was a bathing place since the late 1880s, only several years later followed 
by a hotel dedicated to sanitary treatment (Zucconi 2008, 46). In the 
1890s also Rijeka welcomed a number of  grand hotels, as well as the 
neighboring Croatian town of  Sušak.
 Most important for the character of  the modern maritime city 
as foreseen by De Ciotta, was the neighborhood in between the river and 
the new port, between the old center and the sea: the città nuova (‘new 
city’) or quartiere del molo (after the newly constructed breakwater) (Image 
2.1). It is here where the public market, the theater and several cultural 
and religious institutes were institutionalized in new buildings designed by 
the empire’s and Italy’s greatest architects of  that time. The architecture 
of  the buildings on the waterfront should remind the city dweller of  the 
diverse background of  Rijeka’s communities: the architectural style of  the 
buildings referred to Budapest, Vienna, Rome, Zagreb, Trieste, Venice 
and Ljubljana (Zucconi 2008, 73-74). This neighborhood presented 
Rijeka in its full cultural and economic glory and became key to the urban 
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imaginations of  Rijeka as modern city. As for instance Zucconi (2008, 95) 
observed, ‘the new urban identity now forms part of  the image of  the 
sea front [fronte-mare]: here the geometric regularity of  the large buildings 
and the new shores appears to be counterpointed by sailing ships and 
vapors, between people and goods scattered along the port docks.’166 And 
it was through images as (image 2.2)- often printed on postcards from 
around 1900 - which have popularized the image of  Rijeka as city on the 
waterfront.167

 Rijeka’s urban autonomy within a wider loyalty to the empire 
was visually imagined through its coat of  arms. Whereas Rijeka’s catholic 
roots were symbolized by the city’s patron saint St. Vitus, the city received 
a coat of  arms representing its civic duties too in 1659 by Habsburg 
emperor Leopold I. The Latin charter, an often-cited text nowadays 
preserved in Rijeka’s State Archive, provides a detailed description of  the 
coat of  arms, as can be seen below:

[…] We grant this Sign, a Shield manifestly of  oblong round 
shape, in whose red field is a double headed Emperor’s Eagle, 
both wings spread, beaks open, red tongues sticking out and above 
it is the Imperial Golden Crown, otherwise heavenly colors, with 
a ribbon of  which both sides are spread and decorated with a 
golden fringe, ornamented, turned towards the left and placed 
equally, while standing with its right leg on a rock, placed on 
the bottom, and its left leg touching a round pot, or elongated 
jug, dark colored, which is placed on the rock, and is turned 
towards the left side of  the shield, and from the jug a River 
flows abundantly into a great water next to those stones where 
a long inscription can be seen with both sides rolled backwards, 
and below the shield is the inscription INDEFICIENTER 
(inexhaustible) […].168

Key to the coat of  arms in this original charter is thus the symbol of  
the two-headed eagle and the golden crown which both assign an 
imperial character to Rijeka. The urban particularity for Rijeka is in the 
description above mainly attached to the image of  the river flowing from 
the elongated pot. The river as embodiment and name giver of  the city 
of  Rijeka is flowing – a symbol which could be interpreted as Rijeka 
being untamable and going its own way and as a source never running 
dry, which is an interpretation strengthened by the word ‘inexhaustible’. 
In this text of  Leopold I, the coat of  arms and the city motto together 
seem to actually indicate the confident strength and urge to develop the 
city of  Rijeka under the wings of  the Habsburg emperor.169 The coat of  
arms represented the importance of  the Rijekan community under the 
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imperial state and ‘occupied a special place in the great coat of  arms’ of  
the Empire, so evaluated Edoardo Susmel (1917, 86) the role of  the two-
headed eagle.170 The coat of  arms thus embodies the sense of  imperial 
patriotism but combined with a strong urban awareness.

It is because of  this same city-empire relation that it visualizes, 
that the coat of  arms has often been disputed. During its history the coat 
of  arms – often simply referred to as ‘Indeficienter’ – was read in different 
ways and appropriated by various power parties.171 Rijeka’s two-headed 
eagle can be said to symbolize the history of  a city whose identity was 
continuously contested, as has been strikingly commented by Rijeka’s 
current mayor Vojko Obersnel (2000 – present):

Each time the wind blew changes through our city, then this eagle 
has been set up, removed, reversed, changed, approved, donated, 
disputed, made in three-dimensional, embossed, beheaded, both, 
two [heads] then one and then the two again (Obersnel 2017, 
7).172

Obersnel refers here to the history of  the sculpture of  the eagle situated 
on the city tower. From the eighteenth century onwards, the prominent 
city tower had carried on the top of  its cupola a one-headed eagle made 
of  tin. It was removed from there in 1890, to disappear for several years. 
Causing wide protests among the citizens, so the historical narrative goes, 
it was replaced by a two-headed eagle in 1906, on the fifteenth of  June 
which is St. Vitus day – the celebration day of  the patron saint of  the 
city (Tulić 2017, 91-105). In 1919, with the annexation of  Rijeka by the 
Italian poet Gabriele D’Annunzio, the eagle was beheaded of  one of  his 
heads (Image 2.3). It was an act that showed the Italian triumph over 
the Austrian dominance (even though Rijeka was part of  the Hungarian 
part of  the Habsburg empire): For D’Annunzio’s troops, the eagle with 
a single head recalled the Roman empire and they placed the Italian 
flag next to the remaining head, a situation that remained during the 
Italian rule of  Rijeka during the 1920s – 1940s. In 1949, the entire eagle 
was removed by the Yugoslav government which perceived the sculpture 
as bourgeois and anti-socialist. Only very recently, in 2017, with the 
renewed attention for Rijeka’s new European urban identity and past 
as part of  its nomination as European Capital of  Culture in 2020, the 
two-headed eagle was replaced on the city tower by the City Council. 
This time, the replacement is presented as a moment in which the city is 
liberated from ideologies from the past (nationalisms and communism). 
It was an initiative of  the Lista za Rijeku – a regional political party with 
strong local-patriotic and autonomous tendencies, but has broadly been 
supported by the full City Council.173 Rijeka’s coat of  arms, originating 
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from its imperial past, has thus been subject to various struggles over 
identity politics in the city, which it remains until today as symbol of  a city 
that has ‘successfully contested ideologies’ – to be autonomous today.174

The urban imagination of  the Hungarian ‘idyllic politics’ also 
gave voice to a rather active cultural, historiographical and literary 
tradition in which Rijeka balanced between Italian and Hungarian 
culture – the Croatian culture however partly diminished (Fried [2001] 
2005; Volpi 2003). Among many other Rijekan journals, examples can 
be found among the bilingual (Hungarian and Italian) Fiumei Szemle 
(1903-1904) and Italian La Bilancia, which published articles on the 
city’s political, economic and tourist interests – in particular its rivalry 
with the neighboring Italian Trieste (Fried [2001] 2005, 165-166; Fiumei 
Szemle 1903, 4 October). Local literature, poetry, theatre, historiography 
and journalism often mentioned that it was the Hungarian imperial 
state structure of  multinationalism which made possible the cultural 
heterogeneity of  everyday life. An interesting example is the Hungarian 
intellectual Aladár Fest’s 1889 initiative to start a new Rijekan journal, La 
Rivista Ungarica, in which he aimed to include historical essays on Italian 
themes and reports about developments in Hungarian science, driven 
by his life in which Fest had ‘always sought to make the two cultures, 
Hungarian and Italian, meet each other.’ The journal was never put into 
practice (Fried [2001] 2005, 200-202).175

A good example of  how local actors reflected on a Rijekan sense 
of  multinational citizenship, is the work of  Heinrich von Littrow (1820-
1895), an Austrian maritime inspector who had ‘fiumanized’ his name into 
Enrico de Littrow and can be considered an example of  how ‘foreigners’ 
easily turned into Rijekan city dwellers.176 His 1877 poem entitled 
‘Fiume’ commemorated, in German, the way Rijekans negotiated their 
multinational identity: ‘If  one wants to explain the origin of  this people 
[…]/ one seeks without success for suitable comparisons, after all they are 
Liburnians alone, yet they love Italian manners and customs/ and want to 
be absolutely thoroughbred Hungarian’ (Von Littrow 1877).177 Written in 
German, one of  the official languages of  Habsburg Rijeka, Von Littrow 
brings forward the ‘Liburnian’ origins of  the Rijekans (after the ancient 
tribe living along the Adriatic coast) which gives them a historical identity 
of  their own, while complementing this with their Italian habits and their 
strong sense of  Hungarian belonging. He presents the Rijekan people 
in the image of  a hybrid identity while having the capability to remain 
themselves and to stay settled on the place they have always been. 

Such urban imaginations of  Rijeka as cosmopolitan multinational 
city also found resonance in scientific and literary imaginaries of  Rijeka 
as il mare ungherese (‘the Hungarian coast’ - Hungary’s only window to the 
sea). This longing for coast territory was part of  a wider European turn 
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towards the Adriatic, often formulated as Adriatic irredentism (Klabjan 
2011). In the nineteenth century, many new nations longed for territory 
along the Adriatic Sea, driven both by geostrategic arguments and a 
Romantic vision of  the Adriatic’s fauna and sea life. Especially for the 
Hungarians, Rijeka became subject of  both biological studies as well as 
literary reflections.178 A good example of  this practice is the work written 
by Viktor Garády, a Rijekan-born Italian who married a Hungarian 
woman and became a Hungarian writer. His work created the myth of  
the sea, yet described with scientific precision, through describing sea life, 
the maritime flora and fauna – and was often combined with cultural 
aspects from mythology to history (Fried [2001] 2005, 192-194). The 
opening phrase of  his book Tengerparti képek (‘Images of  the Littoral’, 1900) 
does strikingly describe the importance of  the sea for the Hungarian 
nationhood:

There are countries that find sustenance exclusively in the 
treasures offered to them by the sea. Greece, Carthage, Rome, 
Venice, Holland, Spain and finally England, all have become 
great and powerful thanks to the sea. Since the wise words of  
Kossuth have been echoed: “Hungarians! At sea”, we too, 
Hungarians, always want more sea. Our ships make our name 
known on five continents and we proudly remember Fiume, our 
unique port which promises to be a great future.179 

The place of  Carthago in this list of  flourishing sea cities around 1900 
is not coincidental. The ancient city of  Carthago in the Gulf  of  Tunis 
– maybe one of  the largest and most rich places along the ancient 
Mediterranean - had from the 1880s been one of  the first archeological 
sites of  which the historic monuments were documented by European 
scientists. Around the time of  Garády’s writing, the modern Carthago 
was to become an important cultural, political and economic center in 
the Gulf  of  Tunis again. Carthago referred for Garády thus to a historical 
continuity of  being a ‘grand civilization’ that was conditioned by the sea, 
promising a great future also for the Hungarian port city that was Rijeka. 
Besides the reference to Carthago, Garády also referred to the words of  
Lajos Kossuth, an eminent Hungarian politician who had visited Rijeka 
in the 1840s to explore the possibilities for a railway connection, in order 
to connect Rijeka with the Hungarian hinterland for economic reasons. 
The myth of  the Hungarian coast does not only express a longing for 
making the city on the seacoast part of  the state, but, moreover, projects 
expectations on the city that foresees a great future (‘un grande avvenire’) 
for Rijeka and Hungary. In the case of  Garády this foreseen future refers 
to both a development of  scientific knowledge and especially the grand 
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becoming of  the Hungarian nation.180 Here, the prosperity of  Rijeka 
expressed to the imaginary of  the mare ungherese, served as broader image 
for the greatness of  the Hungarian nation.
 As comes also to the fore from the discussion above, the 
experience of  the Hungarian idyll, in which Rijeka had a relatively urban 
autonomy under the Hungarian crown, was mainly an Italian-Hungarian 
experience – the Croatian voice remained excluded. So, when in 1848 a 
Croatian power change threatened Rijeka, the (mainly Italian) city council 
responded with the establishment of  a historical committee that should 
prove the historical autonomy of  the city under Hungarian rule. The city 
council’s call should be seen in context of  the change of  power in 1848. As 
a result of  the 1848 social-political unrest and revolutions in the empire, 
Rijeka would be assigned to the rule of  ban Josip Jelačić, who aimed to 
unite Croatia, Slavonia and Dalmatia with the Serbian Banat provinces 
in order to create an Illyrian State. In August of  that same year, Rijeka 
would indeed be occupied by Jelačić (and would stay under Croatian rule 
until 1868).181 In context of  the impending Croatian power take-over, the 
Rijekan city council tried to secure the city’s urban autonomy that it had 
under Hungarian dominance by means of  this historical committee. The 
historical commission would have the following tasks, so the municipal 
document cited by Egisto Rossi (1910, 5-6, note 1) noted:

In our current situation, where questions of  public law around the 
state of  relations and political independence of  the Kingdoms and 
Provinces to which she [Fiume] connects are generally agitated, 
it becomes necessary to know the own foundation, which is for us 
the one in which this free district grounds all its work, and from 
which derive the rights established with the Teresian Diploma of  
the year 1779 with the subsequent related laws […].

[…] Make those gentlemen part of  the Congregation, who at 
other times dealt with investigating the history of  Fiume, and its 
ancient status, the origin and the legality of  its rights - to provoke 
them to compile a historical fragment from the epoch of  the 
incorporation of  Fiume to the Hungarian Crown, equipped with 
the necessary data, and documents, and to present it within a 
short time to this Congregation, so that each of  them instructed 
in [our] own rights guide these towards a degree of  support; the 
outsiders will then be better informed, who arrived here to form 
a right judgement about the true situation and relations of  this 
District with the Hungarian Crown.182
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The commission existed of  Giuseppe Politei, Ludovico Giuseppe Cimiotti, 
Girolamo Fabris, Giovanni Kobler and Pietro Rinaldi and its task existed 
of  collecting the historical materials that proved the autonomous position 
of  the city, not under Croatian governance, but explicitly as part of  the 
Hungarian imperial crown (Kobler 1896, 3-4; Stelli 2014, 14-16). 

Although the city council could not prevent the change to 
Croatian rule, the historical committee gave rise to a local body of  
historiography, of  which the work of  Giovanni Kobler (1811-1893) is 
probably best known. His Memorie per la storia della Liburnica città di Fiume  
(‘Memories of  the history of  the Liburnian city of  Fiume’) is a three-
volume book, only published posthumously in 1896 on initiative of  
Rijeka’s city council. His historical dissertation, so Kobler announced in 
the preface, resulted from the need emerging in the 1840s for a Rijekan 
history. It served to demonstrate the origins and development of  Rijeka’s 
political autonomy and took a position against the claims of  the Croatian 
Kingdom. In contrast, ‘this city with its territory should be considered 
as an isolated body (Corpo isolato) among the countries of  the Hungarian 
Crown’ (Kobler 1896, 3),183 a conclusion that he took after consulting two 
types of  historical sources, namely the protocols of  the city council and 
the notarial books of  the civic Chancellor.184

 The year of  publication of  Kobler’s three-volume Memorie was no 
coincidence. 1896 can be considered a turning point in the experiences of  
Rijeka’s sense of  cityness. It was this year, as will be explained below, that 
the urban imagination of  the Hungarian idyll came to an end (or rather, 
emerged as urban nostalgia, since it was forever lost). At the same time, 
the experience of  the corpus separatum of  the decades before activated and 
invoked political imaginaries of  an urban autonomy that from the late 
1890s and into the 1910s developed an afterlife of  its own.

politics of autonoMy

The year 1896 is described by most historians as a turning point in 
Rijeka’s experience of  a cosmopolitan imperial city, and as the end of  
the myth of  Hungarian idyll (Žic 2007, 109; Stelli 2017, 181; Pupo 
2018, 25-37; Jeličić 2015/2016, 37; Klinger 2007, 17). This is due to a 
development in the local political landscape – namely the introduction of  
autonomous politics, by means of  the Partito Autonomo Fiumano (‘Rijekan 
Autonomous Party’). In 1896, the Hungarian government decided to 
diminish the right of  the City Council to participate in the city’s decision-
making process, by abolishing the council’s voting right. This decision 
evoked furious responses by Rijeka’s municipal elite, who was now facing 
the juridical limits of  the corpus separatum. As a response to the decision 
of  the Hungarian government, Michele Maylender (1863-1911), who 
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was at that time an important cultural figure in the city, established the 
Rijekan Autonomous Party in 1896. I argue that this moment did not 
only end a sense of  imperial patriotism in Rijeka, but moreover, served as 
a key moment of  urban myth-making, in which the past experiences of  
the corpus separatum turned into a motif  of  Rijeka’s imaginaries of  urban 
autonomy that reached its heath between the 1890s and 1910s.

Whereas the topos of  an autonomous porto franco till the end of  
empire in 1918 remained in Trieste a strong part of  the urban myth-
making until the 1980s when Triestine historians started to critically 
discuss Trieste’s urban imagination as autonomous Habsburg port-city 
(as discussed in the previous chapter) - for Rijeka, the political experience 
of  1896 already evoked a turning point in the evaluation of  Rijeka’s 
belonging as autonomous city. This is due, first, to the difference in 
economic importance between the two cities within the wider imperial 
economy. Trieste’s port developed more ambitious during the nineteenth 
century due to the city’s location in relation to the Po river, which enabled 
Trieste to connect the Adriatic Sea with the imperial hinterland. Second, 
Trieste’s port infrastructure benefitted from modern innovations. The 
city’s old nobility had been more open to new migrants and entrepreneurs 
from outside the city, which brought with them new ideas and innovations, 
therewith slowly but consistently replacing Trieste’s old political class. In 
Rijeka in contrast, the old political elite had always remained control over 
new influences and dynamic in the port, therefore blocking innovation 
(Pupo 2018, 8-9). As a consequence, Trieste’s port developed more 
extensive than Rijeka’s, providing Trieste consequently with a rather 
exclusive position in relation to Vienna. Because of  the less prominent 
position of  the Rijekan port in relation to Budapest – in comparison to 
Trieste’s dominant place in the imperial economy of  Vienna, Rijeka had 
to defend its autonomous status already in the late nineteenth century. The 
Rijekan sense of  political autonomy turned into an urban right that had 
to be defended in a time that nationalities started to lay exclusive claims 
on the city. This local belonging was a sort of  urban patriotism reflected 
in a struggle for municipal political autonomy, or, as Jeličić (2015/2016, 
62) remarked, the corpus separatum was the ‘product of  the claim of  [the] 
historical right of  the Fiuman elite, it served as indispensable context 
for the development of  this municipal patriotism, whose subsequent 
evolution was the Fiuman autonomism, or “nationalism”.’185 

The ideals of  the Autonomous Party became clear in Maylender’s 
speech in February 1897, when he was elected Rijeka’s new mayor:186

If  someone wanted to take from Rijeka its autonomous rights to 
govern its internal affairs and use the Italian language, the roots 
of  our patriotism would be destroyed and it would wither. Rijeka’s 
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Hungarian patriotism cannot be imagined without its autonomy 
(Maylender 1897, 19 February, cited in: Žic 2007, 110).

Some historians have explicitly considered this moment as the end of  the 
‘Hungarian idyll’ (Susmel 1917; Žic 2007, 109; Klinger 2007, 165-173; 
Stelli 2017, 181), or the end of  the ‘pax etnica’, the Hungarian-Italian 
brotherhood, and of  the ‘città cosmopolita’ (Zucconi 2008, 111-115; 
Gigante 1928, 124-126). Indeed, the words of  Maylender cited above 
show that the belief  in and support for ‘Rijeka’s Hungarian patriotism’ 
was dependent on the Hungarian governance structure that left space for 
local autonomous rights and the free use of  language. I think this conflict 
between the Rijekan City Council and the Hungarian government is an 
example of  how cosmopolitan experiences of  imperial nationhood can 
trigger a momentum of  national awareness – a mechanism that I have 
discussed more extensively in the previous chapter. Judson (2016, 4) has 
argued about the cosmopolitan pragmatism in the Habsburg Empire 
as a whole that ‘shared imperial institutions, administrative practices, 
and cultural programs helped to shape local society in every region of  
the empire’, which provided imperial citizens common cross-divisional 
experiences that fed nationalists’ understandings of  nationhood. In 
a similar manner, this 1896 experience of  the crack in institutional 
imperialism and the related emergence of  the Autonomous Party was 
simultaneously caused by emerging national awareness (‘national’ 
Hungarian and Italian patriotism), as well as boosted a broader awareness 
of  national belonging itself  (the awareness of  a distinct sense of  Rijekan 
patriotism).
 The rise of  the autonomous movement in Rijeka happened in a 
wider context of  the turn of  the twentieth century in which nationalization 
politics in the city increased. These emerging nationalisms also appeared 
in response to each other, both on a political and on a cultural level. From 
the side of  the imperial state, from the late nineteenth century onwards 
Magyarization policies increased – not only in the city council but also 
by turning schools and state institutions into public spaces of  Hungarian 
language. So were for instance especially the years 1910-1918 towards the 
World War One described as ‘the saddest years in the history of  Rijeka’ 
by the Italian Rijekan historian Silvino Gigante (1928, 148). On the side 
of  the Italians, one of  the more radical forces that can be considered key 
to the Italianizing dynamics in Rijeka during the first two decades of  the 
twentieth century was the Giovine Fiume (Young Rijeka). This society was 
inspired on Mazzini’s Giovine Italia that had struggled during the Italian 
Risorgimento for a united Italian republic. Giovine Fiume was created in 1905 
and aimed at Italianizing Rijeka to incorporate the city into the Italian 
state – it brought for the first time a strong politically organized Italian 



Image 2.2 – A view on ‘Fiume’. Palazzo Adria and the ‘governo marittimo’ (around 1900).
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irredentism to the city.187

 A third sense of  national awareness – besides of  the Autonomists 
and Italians - that was politically mobilized after 1896 came from the 
side of  the Croatian Rijekans. Croatian Slavic national awareness had 
been a strong cultural force already during the nineteenth century. As I 
have mentioned in the previous chapter, the Croatian national awareness 
had its origins in the Illyrian movement which had been a nineteenth 
century pan-Slavic formation that sought to unify the Dalmatian, 
Istrian, Croatian and Carniolan regions. During the Croatian rule from 
1848-1868, Rijeka had turned into one of  the main Croatian cultural 
centers.188 When the Croatians ‘lost’ Rijeka in 1868, they did however 
not mourn over their city, but continued to celebrate the Croatianness of  
Rijeka. This was for instance expressed by the Rijekan Croatian poet Ivan 
Dežman, who declared in his 1872 poem Rieci (in Rijeka) ‘Croatian you 
have always been/ […] Croatian you are from remote/ Croatian where 
the world looks at you:/ the Croatianness of  every corner of  you/ you 
can never deny […]’189 After the 1868 power take-over, Croatians were 
however pushed away from the local political scene by the Italian urban 
elite, only to return to the political scene in 1905. In this year that also 
the Giovine Fiume appeared, local Croatian cultural actors negotiated the 
Rijekan Resolution, guided by Frano Supilo - politician, journalist and 
in 1900 founding editor of  the Croatian influential newspaper Novi List. 
The Resolution created a Serbo-Croatian coalition that aimed to unite 
the South Slavs to be liberated from the Austro-Hungarian dominance. 
Although the Resolution did not find political resonance, it caused an 
uprising of  Croatian cultural presence in Rijeka. Having strong roots 
in literary early-modern communities of  urban antiquarians, Croatian 
culture stayed highly represented through its dominance in printing and 
publishing houses (Jeličić 2018). 

 An example of  the strong cultural Croatian presence in Rijeka 
throughout the history of  the late nineteenth and early years of  the 
twentieth century, is not only embedded in the success of  Croatian 
language newspapers as Novi List, or the cultural dynamics surrounding 
the Narodna čitaonica Riečka (Rijeka’s national ‘Croatian’ reading room), 
but also in their historiographical influence. For instance, it was the 
defense of  the Croatian case in Rijeka that probably produced the first 
local history book. The Rijekan historian Franjo Rački claimed in his 
book Rieka prama Hrvatskoj (‘Rijeka towards Croatia’) which was in 1867 
published in Croatian, Italian and German) that the autonomy of  Rijeka 
as free port under Hungarian rule had been a political play of  the (mainly 
Italian speaking) Rijekan elite in the city council to oppose the Croatian 
influence in the city. He cited the treaty of  Empress Maria Theresa from 
1776 in which she stated 
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[t]hat after the Hofkommerzienrath was united with the Bohemian-
Austrian court chancellery, the coastal town of  Fiume was incorporated 
with its territories of  the Croatian Kingdom. In the future, therefore, 
it would only have to supervise and administer the Hungarian Court 
chancellery in the way of  the Royal Croatian stadholder council 
[Stattshaltereirathes]’ (Rački [1867] 1869, 17).190

The historian used a list of  historical juridical sources that should prove 
the Croatian rights to the city. According to Rački, the Croatian case had 
never received a full chance in Rijeka. Historian and politician Franjo 
Rački is nowadays considered the intellectual forerunner of  Yugoslavism, 
making a case for the unification of  the South-Slavic people.191 Rački’s 
book was republished by Rodolfo Horvat in 1907, two years after the 
Rijeka Resolution, under a new title. This bilingual Croatian and Italian 
history of  Rijeka, Politička povjest grada Rijeka/Storia politica della città di 
Fiume (‘Political history of  the city of  Fiume’) (1907) again defended the 
Croatian rights on the city. In the preface of  1907, Horvat wrote that he 
dedicated his book to the cult of  citizenship in the important Rijekan city. 
He declared to write down a historical truth: the historical right of  the 
Rijekans in the questione fiumana, so he concluded with Rački, was on the 
side of  the Croatians (Horvat 1907, without page, note of  the translator). 
 Within this emerging nationalizing landscape, the Autonomous 
Party developed as a cultural and political phenomenon in itself, first 
under guidance of  Maylender and from 1905 onwards under guidance 
of  Riccardo Zanella. Zanella moved the party away from a liberal 
stance towards a rather straightforward struggle for independence, also 
embracing Italian nationalist viewpoints. The person of  Zanella brought 
the Autonomists wide popularity in the city, defending urban rights for 
all classes (Žic 2007, 109-113).192 Although the first years the political 
acceptance of  the Autonomists in the official city institutions found some 
difficulties, in the early years of  1900 the Autonomist Party secured seats 
in the city council. Key to the success of  the Autonomists in Rijeka was, 
as I would argue with Jeličić (2015/16, 62), that they made use of  existing 
cultural tendencies and media present among the Rijekan – Italian - elite 
and they pragmatically adapted to the existing political system of  the 
Hungarian state. 
 A good example of  this new urban patriotism is the work of  poet and 
play writer Gino Antoni (1877-1948) who is also known as the Cavaliere 
di Garbo (Miškulin 2013). His work deals with the conditions of  urban 
life in Rijeka and, often in fiumano dialect, expresses a local patriotism that 
foresees an autonomous governance based on the Italian roots of  the city. 
One of  his poems from the Sonetti Fiumani (Fiuman Sonnets 1908) serves 
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as a good example. The last phrases of  Republica! go as follows:

Le glorie, le conquiste dei romani.
-- Se me maturo, voio un solo amor,
Un ideal ne l’anima. I fiumani

Ga da formar republica! Si, sior,
Chi se podrà con noi? Republicani!
E Zanella faremo imperator! – 
(Cavaliere di Garbo 1908, 28).

The glories, the conquests of  the Romans.
-- When I grow up, I want only one love,
One ideal in the soul. The Fiumans

Go to form a republic! Yes, sir,
Who will join us? Republicans!
And we make Zanella imperator! -- 

Also Aladár Fest (1855-1943), the former director of  the Hungarian 
school in Rijeka and local historian, had looked back in 1935 on the 
rise of  the Autonomists, arguing that ‘the older Fiumans don’t know 
anything else than a local Fiuman patriotism, in close connection with 
the Hungarian nation in defense of  their autonomy, of  their Italian 
nationality and of  their economic interests […]’ (Fest 1935, 36).193 The 
adaption of  an Italian discourse for the autonomist case did, however, not 
only serve to mark Rijeka’s urbanity as different (because ‘Italian’) within 
the empire, but might also be seen as an instrument to counter Croatian 
nationalist forces claiming the city.
 The discussions and unrest around the opening of  the new electric 
tram in November 1899 are a striking example of  how the autonomous 
movement mobilized their political goals through cultural mediation, 
speaking to all classes in the urban society and by defending the ‘Italian 
case’. The tram has become a strong symbol of  the autonomous 
struggle. Ivan Jeličić has recently examined how the weekly La Difesa 
and the daily La Bilancia tried to mobilize the Rijekan people against the 
‘Magyarization’ of  the new tram. The new electric tram had bilingual 
(Hungarian and Italian) instruction signs for the passengers. Two days 
before the inauguration of  the tram, La Difesa complained about the 
appointment of  ‘foreign’ employees and the presence of  Hungarian 
instruction signs in Italian Rijeka (La Difesa 1899, 5 November, cited in 
Jeličić 2015/16, 66). The day after the inauguration of  the tram, the 
deputies of  the Autonomous Party organized a demonstration on the 
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main square of  the city, blocking the entrance of  the tram and calling for 
a boycott. La Bilancia daily reported about the protests, the demonstration, 
the urban unrest and police interventions, presenting an image as if  the 
whole city was in protest against the ‘Magyarization’ of  the tram. Jeličić 
(2015/6, 66) remarks that the size of  the public uprisings presented in 
these journals were probably overstated. Moreover, during the first three 
days the tram operated, the tram direction counted 10,800 passengers. 
Yet, the public unrest instigated through the journalistic mediums of  the 
Autonomists gained a high impact and a long afterlife. Indeed, the use of  
Hungarian on the tram tickets and publicity was removed thanks to the 
ongoing campaign conducted by La Difesa for the boycott of  the tram. 
Also, the local unrest around the politics of  bilingualism became subject 
of  several popular Rijekan poems and songs in fiumano dialect, which 
allowed the events to develop a long afterlife in urban memory.194

 In sum, the autonomist movement was from 1896 onwards a 
strong force in local Rijekan identity politics. In ideological terms the 
Autonomists can be positioned on the same level as nationalist Italian 
irredentism, Croatian nationalists and Hungarian identity players present 
in Rijeka’s power politics during the early twentieth century, since they 
actively politicized a local civic sense of  belonging or, rather, an urban 
patriotism. In their ideas around autonomy and urban independence, they 
combined viewpoints borrowed from Italian irredentist nationalists with 
a civic historical political tradition deriving from the Hungarian imperial 
state structure. This form of  local identity politics also served pragmatic 
goals, since this structure would avoid the cut off of  economic relations 
with Rijeka’s both Hungarian and Italian hinterland – the Autonomist 
Party was aware that economic independence secured political autonomy. 
Although the Autonomists made a plea for the autonomy of  the 
multicultural city as a whole, the Croatian case was however considered 
an external (because wider Slavic) force whose cultural dominance should 
be avoided. That the Croatian influence in Rijeka’s urban past has and 
still is often underestimated, shows the citation of  the contemporary 
(Italian) historian Giovanni Stelli (2017, 23). Arguing that the urban 
viewpoints of  the Autonomous Party offered the only possible solution 
that could guarantee the particular situation of  Rijeka, he repeats an 
often heard geographical image in which the city was perceived Italian 
and the countryside Croatian: ‘Italian city surrounded by Croats: only the 
traditional autonomy, perhaps reformulated adequately at the time […], 
could constitute a valid defense of  this particularity.’195 Yet, my discussion 
of  the dynamics of  Rijeka’s distinct sense of  cityness complicates however 
this simplistic image in which the city is perceived Italian and the 
countryside Croatian. The various manifestations of  a Croatian Slavic 
awareness during the turn of  the twentieth century played an important 



119City of adventures

role in the negotiation of  a Rijekan sense of  autonomy.
 My mapping of  the various urban imaginations that present 
Rijeka as autonomous city and analyses of  Rijekan identity politics until 
the first decade of  the twentieth century, has thus shown the intertwining 
of  local urban, national and imperial experiences of  belonging. So far, 
we seen that the events of  1896 brought an end to the experiences of  
imperial patriotism in Rijeka. The end of  the Hungarian idyll activated 
politicization of  the autonomous experience by Rijekan political and 
cultural actors, in parallel with various rising national awareness. The 
senses of  cityness in Rijeka shifted towards a new dynamic of  autonomy 
that can be described as urban patriotism, but that still had its roots in the 
city’s Hungarian experience of  empire. The struggle for urban autonomy 
thus politicized under influence of  Rijeka’s Autonomous Party as a right 
of  citizenship. That this political struggle for a great urban future would 
soon gain a remarkable afterlife, is an act of  urban autonomy that the 
early Autonomists would have never foreseen.

the Most wanted city of europe196

In the years towards what would become the World War One, Italian 
nationalists increasingly turned their attention to the city of  Rijeka, 
claiming the city to become part of  the Italian nation state. ‘Fiume’ 
as they called the city, should be redeemed from foreign influence 
and incorporated into Italian state territory. These Italian irredentist 
dynamics strongly influenced Rijeka’s sense of  cityness also internally: it 
raised a remarkable new experience of  autonomy – embedded in early 
twentieth century autonomous politics, yet developing an – unforeseen 
– avant-garde afterlife of  its own, as this section will further discuss. 
Indeed, Rijeka was ‘redeemed’ in 1919-1920 by the Italian poet Gabriele 
D’Annunzio - most probably an event where in the early 1900s both the 
Autonomous Party of  Rijeka and the Italian irredentist nationalists could 
only have dreamed of. The poet had marched to Rijeka with his army of  
writers and artists to ‘liberate’ the city from non-Italian influences and 
thereafter decided to declare Rijeka as autonomous city state.

The years of  annexation have been object of  historical 
investigation, yet, historians tend to approach the 1919-1920 episode 
as an isolated and extraordinary historical phenomenon – which is in 
itself  not incomprehensible seen the sensational politics and extravagant 
figures that made up these two years of  Rijekan history. Irredentism in 
general is studied exclusively as a political act of  redemption - no study 
to date has examined the cultural pre-occupations that anticipated the 
act of  redemption.197 As a result, the episode has in particular been 
studied from an interest in Italian nationalism and as forerunner of  what 
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would become the Fascist regime.198 Claudia Salaris has taken a different 
approach to these ‘exceptional’ years, expressing interest in D’Annunzio’s 
seizure to power as a revolutionary event in which all sorts of  avant-garde 
ideas about spiritual regeneration had space to evolve (Salaris 2002), 
depicting Rijeka as the ‘City of  life’, a city of  free spirits where Futurists, 
Dadaists, and Nudists had all settled in the city and who experienced 
the avant-garde adventure as ‘festa-rivoluzione’ (‘feast-revolution’) and 
consequently found a way of  ‘living outside historical time’ (Salaris 2002, 
14). Yet, as Raoul Pupo (2018, x) has recently argued, behind the scenes 
of  D’Annunzio’s spectacular political experiment, the city was thrown 
in what can be considered a small civil war – a struggle between various 
local, national and international power politics in which the local liberal 
institutions were unable to solve the civil unrest in the city. As this section 
will show, ‘Fiume’ was not an isolated phenomenon: the irredentist events 
were embedded in both wider Italian nationalist politics, European 
reterritorialization politics as well as in Rijeka’s urban identity dynamics 
and power politics.

Exploring both the political and the cultural discourses of  the 
struggle for redemption on local, national and European levels, does not 
only provide insights into how aggressive forms of  political nationalism 
(that is the irredentist act) are mobilized, but also provides answers on 
how urban imaginaries of  Rijeka as autonomous city were restaged in a 
new political context. My analysis will thus help ground this seemingly 
exceptional moment that was D’Annunzio occupation within longer 
histories of  the city. In what follows, I will therefore discuss how key actors 
in the years of  the avant-garde adventure reflected on experiences of  
Rijeka’s cityness in context of  both Italian irredentist and autonomous 
arguments. The discussion focuses on two phenomena; first investigating 
how Rijeka as city outside of  Italy’s state borders could become such an 
important place for the Italian nation, and second, on the drafting of  the 
Carta del Carnaro as a sort of  blueprint that had to teach urban citizens how 
to become autonomous and cosmopolitan.

in search of the italian nation in fiuMe

From around 1909 Italian irredentist sentiments towards the city of  Rijeka 
increased, a call that came both from inside as well as from outside the city. 
Italian irredentist nationalists had from the nineteenth century onwards 
called for the redemption of  the Italian border regions. As already shortly 
discussed in the previous chapter, as part of  attempts to ‘regenerate’ the 
nation, Italian national feelings concentrated on territories outside Italian 
state borders that were considered to have cultural, historical and territorial 
ties with the Risorgimento. Initially, the territories to be ‘redeemed’ had 
consisted of  Corsica and Nice, Trentino-Alto Adige, Istria and Dalmatia, 
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yet with the turn of  the twentieth century it was the latter three provinces 
that remained in irredentist focus. In the years leading up to the World 
War One, Italian irredentist sentiments slowly began to focus on the 
city of  Rijeka. In economic terms, Rijeka was not a necessary port city 
for Italy, since it had plenty of  ports on the peninsula (Pupo 2018, 60). 
The motivations to ‘redeem’ Rijeka were for Italian nationalists rather 
driven by symbolic purposes, with Rijeka imagined as an overdetermined 
spiritual border city for the Italian nation, as this section shows.
 Until World War One the means available to Italian irredentist 
societies in the unredeemed borderlands were limited to cultural policy, as 
I have discussed elsewhere. At the same time, nationalist cultural activities 
promoting Italian language and culture in the terre irredente entailed 
deciding what Italian culture language and culture actually were (van Hout 
2019). It was therefore noteworthy that despite Italian national policies of  
promoting italianità through Italian schooling in the border regions, in 
1909 the Rijekan school teacher and publicist Gemma Harazim warned 
that Rijeka was under threat of  being detached from the Italian patria. 
In a series of  letters in the Florentine La Voce (Harazim 1909a, 1909b, 
1909c, 1909d) – that same avant-garde journal where several Triestine 
writers wrote for, Harazim remarked that ‘my little unknown city far 
away [Fiume]’ was officially an Hungarian but independent city where 
Croatians and Italians lived together. ‘Inevitably,’ she wrote, ‘our [Italian] 
schools have remained just like that, like our history, life, culture; united 
with nobody and separated from all the world’ (Harazim 1909a, 108).199 
In the letters that followed, she described everyday social and cultural 
life in Rijeka, telling Italian readers about this geographically distant yet 
culturally, linguistically and historically Italian city. She not only raised 
attention for the ‘unknown and forgotten’ city, but also roused an urge to 
reconnect Rijeka with the Italian patria, by means that exceeded education 
alone.200 Harazim’s letters were a first signal of  how attitudes towards the 
borderlands were changing among Italian irredentists. 

It was during these same years that irredentist sentiments 
were culturally mobilized. The report of  the tenth conference of  the 
Associazione Nazionale Trento-Trieste (1914, 3-13) remarked that Rijeka had 
always preferred an autonomous position under Hungarian rule, while 
maintaining its Italian cultural roots. Keeping the Balkan wars of  the 
1910s in mind, the author of  the text warned that the ‘Hungarian-
Croatian violence’, which subjected the city to the Croatians’ ‘insatiable 
greed’, would guide ‘Fiume’ to its motherland. It was Italy’s duty to help. 
In a similar manner, the emergence of  various Slavic nation states awoke 
an Italian awareness of  Rijeka’s economic and strategic advantages 
(Burich 1915, 21-28). 
 From the side of  Italy, early twentieth century irredentism must be 
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situated in the context of  a spiritual modernist understanding of  the myth 
of  la Grande Italia, as expressed by the pre-war avant-garde generation. 
Building upon the nineteenth century quest for national regeneration, 
these avant-garde Italian nationalists were inspired by zealous religious 
ideas about regenerating the spirit of  the Italian nation. This worldview, 
which was rooted in Catholicism, dovetailed with the aspiration to 
serve—whether as artist, author or philosopher—as a spiritual guide for 
a rejuvenated nation (Adamson 1993; Affron and Antliff 1997; Gentile 
1993; Griffin 2007). Once reborn and modernized, these avant-garde 
artists believed, Italy was destined to assume an important position on 
the world stage. In a letter written to his friend and colleague, the painter 
Carlo Carrà, on 6 June 1913, the futurist Ardengo Soffici wrote: ‘We 
don’t fall asleep, […] and we will show to these native and foreign idiots 
we have balls and the power to bring our country to the head of  the 
world. Ah! We can get there! We will get there: I feel it’ (Carrà and Fagone 
1983, 15).201 This avant-garde conception of  Italy as a ‘great nation’ led 
to enthusiasm for war, through which its greatness would be attained. 
However, in the terms of  both spiritual regeneration and territorial profit, 
the outcome of  the war was disappointing for Italy.
 During the 1910s, irredentist nationalism increasingly moved 
towards a radical imperialist vision of  territorially expanding la Grande 
Italia, thereby mixing irredentist claims with a new imperial nationalism 
(Gentile [1997] 2009, 94-95; Sabbatucci 1971). On the one hand, this 
development was rooted in a radical nationalism that had emerged among 
an Italian diaspora from which ultra-nationalists such as the futurist 
Marinetti originated, inciting to what some have called ‘the making of  
Italy abroad’ (Choate 2008; Conversi 2016). On the other hand, the 
international political context from which this development emerged was 
the Habsburg Empire’s loss of  influence. In return for Italy’s participation 
in the war on the side of  the Entente, the 1915 Pact of  London had 
promised Italy the regions of  Alto-Adige and Istria as well as the city of  
Trieste, though it left Fiume’s destiny undecided. The question whether 
Italy should or should not participate in the war was directly related to 
Italy’s potential territorial gains—arguments that appealed to irredentist 
desires. At the end of  the World War One, as a member of  the winning 
alliance, Italy had good prospects for realizing its territorial ambitions, 
and secured Alto-Adige, Trieste and Istria from the political vacuum left 
by the Habsburg Empire. The ‘Austrian enemy’ had disappeared, yet the 
defeat at Caporetto in 1917 was perceived as a great national trauma, 
and consequently Italy’s experience of  war was ultimately disappointing. 
Moreover, European negotiations about ceding Fiume to Italy became 
stuck, for Italy’s former allies proposed to assign Fiume to the new 
Yugoslav state instead.
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  It is interesting to see the quick change of  discourse around Rijeka’s 
experiences of  nationhood, also among local Rijekan intellectuals. The 
Rijekan historian Edoardo Susmel (1887-1948) for instance - during the 
late 1910s becoming a profound Italian nationalist – initially published 
in 1917 a history of  his native town - Disegno Storico della Città di Fiume 
(‘Historical design of  the city of  Fiume’). The book was written with the 
intention to introduce and raise awareness among the Rijekan youth 
for the unknown history of  their town, so does Susmel announce in his 
introduction. This publication understood the Italian culture of  the city 
as one existing as part of  a wider urban society under the Hungarian 
crown. Susmel’s main conclusion is that the Hungarian rule in Rijeka has 
made the city flourish. It is through the Hungarian history that Rijeka 
had inherited its urban character in the form of  a rich economy and 
impressive architecture, so Susmel (1917, 90) argues. On the contrary, 
the re-publication of  the same book two years later in 1919, intended for 
a wider Italian audience, traces very different conclusions. The ‘anima 
dei fiumani’, the soul of  the Fiumans, is in this edition presented as 
being fully Italian, rather than being Hungarian (Susmel 1919, ix). The 
core of  the text is the same as its 1917 predecessor, supplemented with 
a number of  additional passages that describe ‘the indomitable will of  
the Fiumans to be children of  Italy’ (ibid., 119).202 Infused with strong 
irredentist rhetoric, Susmel added an element to his description of  the 
Rijekan sense of  cityness that had be present more often in the urban 
political discourse since the arrival of  the autonomous movement in the 
local political landscape: The Rijekan spirit did not primarily derive from 
its urban history alone, but was transformed here into a profound right to 
its citizens:

More than history, it was the defense of  our right, the voice of  our 
soul which, suffocated by foreign arrogance, sent some weak echo: 
an all Roman echo, an all-Italian sound that, in the midst of  so 
many horrible tales and despite the violent roar of  arms, called in 
the beauty of  our idiom the Patria (ibid., x).203

 
The citation above shows how ‘being Rijekan’ was for Susmel the right 
of  being Italian. This was not something that he understood as simply 
a cultural term, but comprised a sense of  nationhood that had to be 
territorially grounded.

When the World War One ended, the chaos and political unrest 
in Rijeka only increased. Parts of  the city had been bombed and many 
young Rijekans had fought in the trenches of  the war (among them 
Riccardo Zanella, who was welcomed as a hero by the city council 
when he returned in 1918).204 Most of  all, the city was subject of  vivid 
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international debates, driven by Italy’s claims to the Adriatic border city – 
which it did not gain. The Treaty of  London, which had assigned Rijeka 
already in 1915 to the Croatians, had initially been a secret agreement. 
The negotiations of  the treaty had however quickly leaked and were 
revealed in the local newspapers (Žic 2007, 126-127; Stelli 2017, 205-
206). Edoardo Susmel expressed in 1919 his indignation about the secret 
pact as follows: 

The Pact of  London which came to our knowledge by pure 
chance, through a torn Corriere della Sera del 14 February 1918, 
confirmed our first fear; and the affirmation of  our right, if  it not 
took away, certainly it mitigated the threat, correcting the error 
of  the Treaty of  London. I won’t tell the consternation we felt 
when we read that pact; but the Treaty of  London had moreover 
the merit of  strengthening the national conscience of  those 
Fiumans who joined the “secret committee” and who followed 
the political events of  the war and anxiously awaited the moment 
to act upon the salvation of  Fiume (Susmel 1919, x).205

 This decision which only invoked doubt about the future to come, 
indeed resulted in a period of  political unrest in the city. Three sides 
fought for power in Rijeka. In first instance, in October 1918, the last 
Hungarian Rijekan governor had handed over the Governor’s Palace to 
the new government of  the Kingdom of  Serbs, Croats and Slovenians. 
Nobody in the city had understood how to explain the departure of  the 
Hungarian governor and his state officers at that moment, but after several 
days the people realized that the monarchy had fallen (ibid., 108). The 
new governor became Rikard Lenac, who was supported by Croats from 
the wider surroundings of  Rijeka. Only several weeks later, the Italians 
announced a power take-over of  the city, guided by the Italian National 
Council of  which Antonio Grossich, Salvatore Bellasich, Riccardo 
Gigante (brother of  the historian Silvino Gigante) and Attilio Depoli 
formed part. The third party struggling for the city were the Autonomists 
of  Zanella who had realized that by joining Italy the city would lose its 
traditional autonomy (Žic 2007, 130). During this year of  political unrest 
in Rijeka, the international community was meanwhile negotiating at the 
Paris Peace Conference on the question of  the future of  the border city. 
A final solution to the Rijekan question seemed to be far away.206

 Aiming to find a way out of  the - simultaneous local and 
international - political undecidedness, Rijeka’s Italian National Council 
searched for a way to ‘save’ the city from Croatian rule. This Italian 
National Council was a ‘Fiuman caste’ that was established with help of  
the Giovine Fiume and the Autonomous League (a political party driven 
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by the Sirius Masonic Lodge). Recently, Karpowicz (2017) has revealed 
how these three organizations together – that she calls the ‘leaguists’ 
– formed a local ‘caste’ of  Italian economic and political elites, often 
connected to the freemasonry. It was this group under guidance of  the 
Italian National Council that finally found the Italian poet Gabriele 
D’Annunzio to guide the troops of  Italian irredentists to liberate the 
city of  Rijeka from the feared Croatian dominance. He organized in 
September 1919 a revolutionary march, to redeem the city and annex 
Rijeka into Italian state territory. As will become clear in the following 
discussion of  D’Annunzio’s occupation of  Rijeka, the poet connected 
cultural-revolutionary and political-territorial arguments. D’Annunzian 
rhetoric combined with the political realities of  the Great War Era to 
position Rijeka as a geographic symbol of  the Grande Italia—the myth of  
the Great(er) Italy.

redeeMing the city

Irredentist sentiments towards Rijeka reached a climax in 1919-20 
with the city’s annexation by the Italian poet Gabriele D’Annunzio 
(1863-1938) and his army of  revolutionary volunteers—amongst them 
a significant number of  poets, writers and artists. D’Annunzio was a 
writer and socialist politician. His poems, novels and plays, as well as his 
political speeches, displayed a cult of  beauty and quest for a spiritual and 
cultural regeneration of  the people. They presented artists as cultural 
guides. He became an Italian MP in 1897, joining the Socialists later, in 
1900. To D’Annunzio, the annexation of  Rijeka was the ultimate act of  
redemption, which his nineteenth century irredentist predecessors could 
scarcely have dreamed of.
 Gabriele D’Annunzio did not disguise his frustration at the stalled 
negotiations about Rijeka’s future after the Great War. Rijeka was the 
‘last carrier of  Dante’s sign’ (D’Annunzio [1919] 1974, 149-150), and 
the region would sow Italian Roman culture: for him, the struggle for 
Rijeka was a ‘case of  the soul and the immortal spirit’ (ibid., 155). Here, 
D’Annunzio read Dante’s Divina Commedia patriotically, such that the 
Carnaro region surrounding the city was cast as Italian geographical 
territory. As the poet declared in Pentecoste d’Italia (‘Pentecost of  Italy’), an 
essay dated 8 June 1919, ‘Fiume’ had a symbolic meaning for Italy: 

‘He blew them in the face, and said to them: Receive the Spirit.’ 
This is the word of  the gospel of  Giovanni.
Today, Fiume blows in the face of  all us Italians, he blazes the face 
with his breath, and says to us: 
Receive the Spirit, receive the Flame […].
We celebrate today the feast of  the Spirit, in the glory of  Fiume 
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and in the glory of  that young lion of  Italy.
(Ibid., 915-916).207

The text was widely published by newspapers throughout Italy. It was 
characterized by a distinctively ‘D’Annunzian’ rhetoric, combining 
religious, mystic and mythical symbolism with territorial realities. 
D’Annunzio’s uses religious symbols in a secular context to convince his 
readership and interlocutors to fight together for the ‘holy enterprise’ 
(Ledeen 1975, 9). Rijeka, he aimed to convince his audience, not only 
revealed the Italian spirit, but would fan this spirit over Italy. The city 
was therefore much more than simply an ‘unredeemed’ territory: it was 
the treasurer of  the Italian national spirit. D’Annunzio elevated ‘Fiume’ 
into a sacred place, the carrier of  a spiritual flame that would reignite the 
nation. 
 The ultimate initiative for the redemption of  Rijeka came from 
the Italian-speaking Rijekans (fiumani). For years, their leaders had 
expressed hope of  joining the Italian motherland, and after the war 
this call had increased since Rijekan politics had turned into a struggle 
for power. Moreover, under Allied occupation, the local economy was 
almost completely reduced - a situation that drove the people of  Rijeka 
to despair (ibid., 34).  The Italian National Council in Rijeka had asked 
for help by several key nationalist leaders of  that time, but many refrained 
from support to an irredentist annexation of  Rijeka.208 In September 
1919, a voluntary army, finally under D’Annunzio’s guidance, assembled 
in Ronchi, a place nowadays known for Italy’s largest war monument in 
neighboring Redipluglia that build there by Mussolini, and hosting the 
airport of  Trieste. Among these troops that marched on 12 September 
1919 from Ronchi to Fiume were many arditi, the Italian heroes of  
the World War One - elite troops who had shown their value on the 
battlefields. Among them were many writers and artists who emerged 
on these battlefields as ‘war enthusiasts’ – those who had found hope for 
salvation of  their individual and national spirit in the trenches of  the 
World War One (Ledeen 1977, 36-57). The redemption of  the city was 
thus not only on initiative of  D’Annunzio, yet the choice for the poet 
as a revolutionary leader was self-evident, as he had proved himself  a 
nationalist poet and politician. The operation itself  was mainly directed 
by the Italian elite from Rijeka (Ledeen 1977, 50). Without any violence 
D’Annunzio and his troops reached the city on November 27. The photos 
that exist of  this happening in the newspapers reporting on the event do 
not directly reveal the thoughts of  the citizens on the pictures. Were they 
relieved and finally ‘redeemed’, or were they unsure what to expect from 
this new power take-over?
  The march from Ronchi to Rijeka in September 1919 to 



Image 2.4 – D’Annunzio and his troops between the Fiumani (1919).



Image 2.5 – D’Annunzio speaking from the balcony of the governor’s palace (1920).
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‘liberate’ the city was a revolutionary event and was seen as a spiritual 
act. On 11 September 1919, the eve of  the march, D’Annunzio wrote to 
the future Fascist leader Benito Mussolini, claiming that ‘the God of  Italy 
assists us’ (De Felice and Mariano 1971, 10).209 In being accompanied 
by ‘the God of  Italy’, the march of  arditi (veterans from the Great 
War), artists and writers took on a transcendental, spiritual or religious 
meaning. Before, during and after the march, the act was a symbol of  
the Italian struggle for national regeneration. Both the motivation behind 
D’Annunzio’s march and its practical execution bore many similarities 
with Giuseppe Garibaldi’s 1860 March of  the Thousand. Both marches 
comprised revolutionary volunteers acting to unify the Italian nation 
state. In another letter to Mussolini (16 September 1919)’ D’Annunzio 
wrote: ‘We fight from moment to moment, with an energy that makes this 
enterprise the most beautiful after the departure of  the Thousand’ (De 
Felice and Mariano 1971, 9-10).210 With the World War One ending in 
disappointment for Italy, it was left to D’Annunzio’s revolutionary march 
to finish the national revolution started by the national hero, Garibaldi. 
 Already shortly after D’Annunzio and his avant-garde soldiers 
had entered Rijeka, the ‘redeemed city’ was added a meaning that was 
not only revolutionary but can be considered as a temporal and political 
interspace. The urban space was, through D’Annunzio’s act, made into 
a suspended social space that stood outside regular historical experience. 
In a discourse to his soldiers on the sixteenth of  September, D’Annunzio 
([1919] 1990, 211) declared that in ‘Fiume,’ ‘here is the Patria. […] 
Nobody can move from here. For myself, I won’t come out here alive and 
won’t come out here dead, because I will want to have my grave here 
and to become one with this blessed land.’211 He ended with the ancient 
Roman phrase ‘Qui rimarremo ottimamente’ (hic manebimus optime – ‘Here 
we will stay well’), indicating that even though political circumstances 
will change in the world outside, the place you are will remain the same 
(ibid.).212 In sum, whereas the symbolism of  the city of  Rijeka for the 
Italian irredentist nationalists was first embedded in the experience of  
revolution – and thus part of  a development towards the future – at the 
moment of  ‘redemption,’ Rijeka turned into a disruptive political place – 
creating an alternative societal structure with its own temporal dynamics. 
In the section below, I will discuss how the establishment of  the Carta del 
Carnaro, Rijeka’s constitution during D’Annunzio’s occupation reinforced 
the sense of  citizenship in Rijeka as a political disruptive experience.

the carta del carnaro: an autonoMous constitution?
The ‘Fiume adventure’, which lasted fifteen months, was a revolutionary 
event in which all sorts of  avant-garde ideas about spiritual regeneration 
had space to evolve (Giuriati 1953; Salaris 2002). For a long time, 
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historians have considered these fifteen months of  annexation as an 
inactive period after the revolutionary spirit that had characterized the 
path towards the March of  Ronchi. They attributed this to D’Annunzio’s 
inability to structure Rijeka’s chaos on a professional administrative level. 
Renzo De Felice was the first to contest this vision, by arguing that it had 
been exactly this period that had been the essence of  meaning of  this 
remarkable episode in Rijeka’s history.213 I would agree with this view in 
arguing that this period resulting in the Lega di Fiume (‘League of  Fiume’) 
had its own political and cultural historical dynamics. 

In the revolutionary avant-garde energy gathered in Fiume, 
D’Annunzio recognized an ideal type of  ‘the Italian’: ‘If  at least half  of  
Italy would look like the Fiumani, we would dominate the world. But 
Fiume is nothing but a lonely peak of  heroism, where it will be sweet to 
die while receiving a last sip of  his water’ (De Felice and Mariano [16 
September 1919] 1971, 10).214 For D’Annunzio, Fiume was an island full 
of  hope for the Italian nation, however small and remote. After the first 
year of  annexation, in which the Italian poet and the Italian National 
Council in Rijeka tried to seek agreement with the Italian national 
government of  Nitti on the political legitimacy of  an Italian governance 
of  the city, D’Annunzio announced an autonomous city constitution, the 
Carta del Carnaro. It was written by D’Annunzio and the Italian syndicalist 
Alceste De Ambris (1874-1934), and proclaimed on 8 September 
1920. It was full of  D’Annunzian rhetoric and attempted to politicize 
the ‘festivity of  the revolution’, stating that culture served as an ‘aroma 
against depravity’, a ‘force against the malformation of  society’ (Carta del 
Carnaro online [1920]).215 Science, art, aesthetic reflection and music were 
to provide the religious and social foundations of  Fiuman society. 

Although D’Annunzio considered Rijeka an Italian city, he did 
not succeed in convincing the Italian government of  the legitimacy of  his 
annexation. For the Nitti government, his actions were too provocative 
in the postwar years of  international negotiation politics guided by 
the League of  Nations.216 According to D’Annunzio, Fiume’s need of  
an autonomous constitution was both economically and ideologically 
motivated. The establishment of  an autonomous juridical body for Rijeka 
partly served practical purposes. Already in April 1920, D’Annunzio 
had sighed to an Hungarian journalist that because of  the weakness of  
the Italian government and the intrigues of  the international banks, the 
League of  Nations ‘makes elongate the greedy hand on the goods of  the 
city – the railway and the port.’ Therefore, according to the poet, Rijeka 
was in need to become – ‘in transitory way’ so he added - an independent 
city state, in order to retake the responsibility of  port and railway on its 
territory.217 I think these words show that the poet did have an eye not 
only for the ideological irredentist argument but also for the economic 
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interests in the city, yet he also underscored the necessity of  these sources 
for the functioning of  everyday life and economy in the city itself.
 The Carta del Carnaro was significant for two reasons – deriving 
from the cooperation between the syndicalist De Ambris and the poet 
D’Annunzio. On the one hand, the juridical and political framework 
for the urban constitution was designed by Alceste De Ambris, who was 
one of  the Italian forerunners of  revolutionary syndicalism – a socialist 
ideology that advocated a social order based on workers unions. He 
captured these revolutionary ideas in the constitution of  the political 
experiment that became the Free State of  Rijeka (De Felice 1966). Indeed, 
the constitution assigned a key role in the organization of  the city-state to 
newly defined workers unions, which were categorized along ten types of  
corporations – from the ‘workers of  the sea’ and ‘public servants’ to those 
‘genius of  the unknown’ who have liberated themselves from the ‘spirit of  
man’ (De Ambris and D’Annunzio, 1920, articles 18-19, cited in: Alatri 
1990, 224-243, 229-230).218 On the other hand, D’Annunzio had shaped 
the constitution in a poetic form style, which not only made the language 
of  the constitution lyrical, but also shaped a mix of  avant-garde ideas 
about regeneration of  the nation into a concrete political experiment. 
A good example of  D’Annunzio’s poetic avant-garde influence is article 
14, which had the task to remind the citizens about their key ‘religious 
believes’:

There are three religious beliefs placed above all the others in the 
university of  the sworn Communities:
Life is beautiful, and deigns that the blameless man lives her [life] 
severe and magnificently in freedom;
The blameless man is he who knows every day to invent his own 
virtue to offer his brothers a new gift every day;
The work, even the most humble, even the most obscure, if  it is 
well executed, tends to beauty and adorns the world (De Ambris 
and D’Annunzio [1920] 1990, 228).219

This citation shows the emphasis in Rijeka’s new city-state constitution 
on the celebration of  life and freedom, embodied masculine strength 
and the beauty of  labor – embodying a mix of  elements from futurism, 
Yogism and revolutionary syndicalism. And also the very last articles of  
the constitution, made lyricism part of  the ‘language of  the state’ through 
announcing that ‘Music is a religious and social institution’: 

If  every rebirth of  a noble people is a lyrical potency, if  every new 
order is a lyrical order in the vigorous and impetuous sense of  the 



133City of adventures

word, the Music considered as a ritual language is the exalter of  
the act of  life, the work of  life (ibid., 242).220

Music was thus considered an instrument in enabling the rebirth of  the 
people.

The idea that the city state of  Fiume had to be a diverse city in 
which the various communities lived together was key to the designation 
of  the constitution, speaking to the international debates about the border 
region of  the years following the World War One. The Reggenza di Fiume 
would recognize the sovereignty of  all citizens ‘without distinction of  
sex, ancestry, language, class or religion’, because ‘from the harmonious 
play of  diversity, common life is always made vigorous and richer’ (De 
Ambris and D’Annunzio [1920] 1990, 226).221 In an interview several 
months before the announcement of  the Carta del Carnaro, D’Annunzio 
had already addressed how a future Rijekan constitution would engage 
with this issue of  a peaceful cohabitation between what he named the 
‘Italian maritime community’ and the ‘rural Croatian community’:

If  we have to make a constitution we will make a constitution 
of  freedom infinitely different from the old Statutes. We would 
like to reconcile the communal spirit that was in force also here, 
and to which we owe the Italian [italica] strength and greatness, 
with the most modern ideas. We will try to obtain the maximum 
flexibility in this constitution in order to harmonize the peaceful 
coexistence of  the Italian maritime community with the rural 
Croatian community. Although after a very short time (as we 
fervently wish) the annexation prevented us from implementing 
the Constitution in all forms, this could always remain as an 
example to the whole world of  the aspiration of  a people and a 
group of  spirits. With such Constitution we will be able to gather 
communal freedoms in a circle of  light with the latest forms that 
move the world today (D’Annunzio [1920] 1990, 224).222

This citation reveals how D’Annunzio foresees to bring older imagined 
characteristics of  the city, namely as a place where communities from 
diverse ethnic and linguistic background lived together, together with 
new ideas about the modern society such as equality of  class and sexes, in 
the autonomous state of  Fiume.
 In April 1920, six months before the announcement of  the 
Carta del Carnaro, D’Annunzio and his circle presented the Lega di Fiume 
– they considered this league as a local answer of  the ‘oppressed small 
nations’ to the diplomatic failure of  the League of  Nations. It seems that 
the motivation for the creation of  a diverse urban society of  free spirits 
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derived for the Italian poet mainly from a conviction to act against the 
domination of  people or the ‘free spirit’ of  the people. To an Hungarian 
journalist, who had asked him about his sentiments concerning the people 
of  the Habsburg monarchy that had just disappeared, he mentioned that 
he did not feel any hate against the Austrians and Hungarians. Also they 
were oppressed by the Versailles peace, 

by that same peace that cruelly denies Fiume the right to self-
determination and thus prohibits a heroic people from achieving 
its just aspirations, to favor the interests of  a bond of  international 
capitalists. My enterprise is the only act of  real rebellion against 
this unjust peace. […] Diplomacy is powerless to solve the problem 
of  this city and to enslave it to Wilsonian tyranny and force it to 
accept the various projects of  compromise (D’Annunzio [1920] 
1990, 221-222).223

The Lega di Fiume, so he foresaw the role of  the separate city state 
constitution, would represent all oppressed nations and those who 
considered the events in Rijeka as a sign of  revolt and freedom. Not for 
nothing, so D’Annunzio continued to the journalist, he and his army of  
revolutionaries had found the support of  the Irish Sinn Fein, the Egyptians, 
the native Americans, and all sorts of  other nationalities who suffered 
under brutal dominance and strive for retrieving their independence. 
Striking was that the poet referred to the ‘brutal staff of  the Serbs’ when 
he mentioned oppressing domination in general (ibid.). The Lega di 
Fiume was designed as an ‘anti-society of  the nations,’ presenting itself  as 
an autonomous power taking position against the big imperialist powers 
dominating international politics and in favor of  the oppressed people 
(De Felice 1978, 73; Salaris 2002, 42).
 We do not know much yet about how the Lega di Fiume and its 
Carta del Carnaro were implemented in practice. The sensational stories 
around this avant-garde and experimental enterprise, including the 
attention for the ‘charismatic’ leader as D’Annunzio was perceived, 
guided the headlines of  the international press then and still do today, 
causing an overall ignorance among historians towards the daily realities 
of  how life was lived in the chaotic society of  Rijeka during these 
years. Yet, current research will soon open up that history of  everyday 
city life during the Fiume crisis.224 So far, most information about the 
experiences of  everyday life in the city comes from the publications of  
‘Fiume’ revolutionaries who had been close to D’Annunzio during their 
time in the city, such as the Belgian Léon Kochnitzky (Bal des Ardents ou 
les Saisons fiumaines, published in Italian translation in 1922 as La quinta 
stagione o i centauri di Fiume, ‘The fifth season or the centaurs of  Fiume’) or 
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the Italian Giovanni Comisso (Le mie stagioni, ‘My seasons’ 1951). These 
autobiographies narrated either the ‘rich cultural life’ of  D’Annunzio’s 
Fiume, or recorded their disappointment with the Fiuman revolution, 
reporting about the lack of  revolutionary reform in the urban institutions. 
Overall, they said little about the political dimensions of  the annexation, 
most probably due to the context of  the Fascist era during which these 
accounts were written (and which complicated their publication). Their 
narrations offer a glance into the festive live of  the avant-garde elite 
during the D’Annunzian enterprise.225

Especially unknown is how D’Annunzio’s temporary regime 
engaged with the diverse minority groups in the city on an everyday 
level. As has often been commemorated, Rijeka’s citizens had welcomed 
D’Annunzio with great enthusiasm when he and his troops had marched 
into the city (Ledeen 1977, 34, 36-57, 61-62; Žic 2007, 133; Susmel 1941, 
369). This is a reading of  the event that has often been supported by 
photo material (Image 2.4). As I also mentioned earlier in this chapter, 
it is difficult to guess the thoughts of  the citizens on the photographs. 
Although these photographs and images such as (Image 2.5) do not 
guarantee that Rijekans from all ethnic groups (and not solely Italians) 
indeed welcomed the poet with flags, flowers and music, it is likely 
to assume that for many Rijekans, D’Annunzio’s arrival was full of  
promises.226 He announced a great future for Rijeka that since the end 
of  the war experienced economic stagnation. Simultaneously, historians 
have also emphasized the problematic relationship of  D’Annunzio’s 
government with Riccardo Zanella, the head of  the urban autonomous 
movement. Zanella asked the Roman government twice for help in 
stopping D’Annunzio’s intervention, a request that caused an harsh ‘anti-
Zanella campaign’ by the poet. Whereas Zanella envisioned Rijeka an 
autonomous city where its diverse classes and communities were equal, 
D’Annunzio at the end, strove to make Rijeka independent yet above all 
into an Italian elite dominated city (Žic 2007, 133, 135). This suggests 
that, in practice, the ideals formulated by De Ambris and D’Annunzio’s 
about equality of  all ethnic groups and classes in the city, are highly 
questionable.

D’Annunzio’s free state of  ‘Fiume’ lasted until November 1920, 
when the Italian and Yugoslav governments agreed the Rapallo Treaty 
(1920), declaring that Rijeka had an autonomous status within Italy. 
Although most people involved in D’Annunzio’s revolution had been 
tired of  the adventure (Guerri 2008, 257), D’Annunzio refused to sign 
the treaty. On Christmas eve 1920, a three-day siege of  Italian troops 
brought the annexation to an end, in an action that has become known as 
the Natale di Sangue (‘Bloody Christmas’). When also D’Annunzio signed 
the peace treaty on December 31, 1920, he left Fiume as an independent 
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city inside Italian state borders. For D’Annunzio, who had wanted to 
achieve a regeneration of  the national spirit through his urban irredentist 
revolution, it meant a bitter end of  the revolution. This solution came 
close, however, to local nationalists’ original pleas for an autonomous, 
multi-national city within a larger state, as had already been advocated by 
Giovine Fiume in 1905.

So far, this section has shown, firstly, that D’Annunzio’s ‘Fiume’ 
episode was not an isolated historical phenomenon – as most historians 
have approached the history. Rather, the episode was embedded in 
a complex cultural and political dynamic between European politics 
of  reterritorialization, Italian irredentist nationalism and local urban 
identity and power politics. By investigating not only the redemption of  
Rijeka itself  as a radical political act but also the cultural and political 
preconditions that anticipated the redemption, my analysis has shown 
that it was this mix of  local urban, national Italian and European concerns 
that provided the conditions through which ‘Fiume’ could become such 
an important place for the Italian nation. Secondly, this section thus also 
showed that Rijeka came to perform the role of  border city, functioning as 
both a political battlefield and spiritual fixation for the Italian nation. In 
the ongoing struggle to redeem ‘Fiume’, the city was overdetermined as 
spiritual border city for the Italian nation state. 

Simultaneously, the 1919 act of  redemption was embedded in 
political experiences and cultural imaginations of  urban autonomy from 
Rijeka’s nineteenth and early twentieth-century past. In the establishment 
of  the avant-garde free state, both local Italian nationalist and autonomous 
arguments that we have traced in the years after the end of  the ‘Hungarian 
idyll’ were instrumentalized and re-imagined in a new political context: 
arguments related to the ‘Italian yet different’ and independent character 
of  the city were instrumentalized to justify the 1919 March to Rijeka. Yet, 
the ideals of  the Lega di Fiume and the Carta del Carnaro restaged these same 
characteristics of  Rijeka into a new sense of  cityness, that was remote from 
the needs of  most Rijekan citizens. As an ‘anti-society of  the nations’, the 
Lega di Fiume was presented as a people’s alternative to the international 
power politics that were dominated by imperialist powers. In doing so, the 
Lega di Fiume was shaped around existing urban imaginations of  Rijeka 
as autonomous and multinational city – however taking these away 
from the Rijekans themselves and restaging these images into a rather 
cosmopolitan international political project for recognizing multiple 
identities. The Carta del Carnaro furthermore, as constitution, restaged 
Rijeka’s same urban imaginations of  autonomy and multinationality 
into a concrete political experiment. The constitution of  the free state 
thus reinforced a sense of  urban citizenship in Rijeka, though not for 
the Rijekans themselves, but as an avant-garde imaginary projected on 
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the city of  Rijeka - thereby presenting the city as disruptive political 
adventure – a spatial and temporal interspace - of  a multinational urban 
society that could exist in autonomy in a world of  increasing national 
awareness.

iMagining a delta of culture(s)

Between early 1921 and 1924 Rijeka was assigned the status of  a Free State. 
The Treaty of  Rapallo of  November 1920 had made the governments 
of  Italy and the Kingdom of  the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes agree on the 
freedom and independence of  the city of  Rijeka, including its neighboring 
town of  Sušak which had formerly been a separate municipality. After 
the forced departure of  D’Annunzio from Rijeka in December earlier 
that year, Rijeka thus finally became a recognized autonomous city. 
Its first elections were in favor of  the Autonomist Party and assigned 
Riccardo Zanella as president. Yet, the internal political unrest was still 
enormous, partly due to a depressed urban economy, caused by the 
decupling of  Rijeka from its past regional economic hinterlands. The 
unrest and economic instability resulted into plural power shifts between 
the Autonomists and Italian nationalists. In 1924, the Treaty of  Rome 
between the Italians and the Kingdom of  the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, 
agreed on absorbing Rijeka into the first state and Sušak into the latter, 
delineating the border along the Rječina river (Klinger 2007, 341-375).

In 1924, Rijeka thus became Italian, which it would remain until 
1943. Some historians consider this period as the end of  autonomy for the 
city, because of  the harsh power take-over by the Italian Fascist regime 
(Klinger 2007; Jeličić 2015/16). Part of  the wider examination in this 
chapter of  experiences of  urban citizenship in Rijeka, the following section 
examines how this Fascist dominated interwar period affected the sense 
of  cityness in Rijeka. Analyzing not only how the Fascist regime affected 
local identity politics but especially focusing on dynamics of  urban cultural 
memory, reveals that Rijeka’s sense of  autonomy indeed disappeared in 
political terms, to return rather in a distinct cultural imaginary of  the city. 
Despite Fascist policies of  harsh Italianization to which also Rijeka was 
subject, there seemed to remain an urban imagination of  a multicultural 
tolerant city that bravely remained standing despite Italianizing policies 
and Fascist rule, and was depicted as a bridge between Italy and its Slavic 
neighboring cultures. ‘Rijeka did not breath the climate of  intolerance 
that corrupted Trieste,’ so did Raoul Pupo (2018, 170) for instance argue. 
As this section shows, this urban imagination of  a relatively tolerant 
city was mainly evoked as a cultural and literary intellectual discourse, 
appropriating both urban imaginations from the past of  Hungarian idyll 
and of  the avant-garde Free State. 



Image 2.6 – ‘Bridge over the Rječina [Eneo] which divides Italy from Yugoslavia’, 
postcard (around 1925) .
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river Between frontier and Bridge

According to Mussolini’s Fascist regime that had taken over power in 
Italy, the incorporation of  Rijeka into Italy finished what D’Annunzio 
had started. Although D’Annunzio’s adventure in Rijeka was over, his 
lost battle was highly charged with symbolism and affect. As such, it 
invigorated Fascist ideology. In September 1929, the Fascist newspaper Il 
Popolo d’Italia (1929) appraised the significance of  the city thus: ‘It is right 
that Fiume has this high symbolic value for us: its long odyssey makes 
it sacred for Italy.’227 Rijeka’s ‘long odyssey’ referred to Rijekan history, 
during which several states had tried and failed to exert power over the 
city, yet Rijeka ultimately became a special, indeed ‘sacred’ place for the 
Italian nation state (van Hout 2019).
 The Italian power take-over influenced everyday life of  the 
Rijekans in several ways. On the one hand, the nationalization of  
Rijeka’s various industries restructured the local economy and provided 
the citizens with work after the disastrous economic years of  the Free 
State (Klinger 2007, 353-355). On the other hand, the city faced a harsh 
Italianization and Fascistization of  political life. Membership to the 
Partito Nazionale Fascista (PNF) was obliged for all workers and the city 
was mainly governed by a former ardito who had been with D’Annunzio 
in ‘Fiume’: Giovanni Host-Venturi, the secretary of  the local PNF. As 
was the case with other places in Italy, Italian Fascism had the form of  
a civic religion, ‘an all-encompassing ideology that would stand beside 
and merge with the nation and the state’, turning the Fascist ideology 
into a collective myth of  italianità (Foot 2009, 55; Gentile [1997] 2009), 
as extensively discussed in the previous chapter. The situation in Rijeka 
was in many terms similar to the situation in Trieste under Fascist rule, 
although this Fascist period in Rijeka’s history has remained strikingly 
absent from urban historiography. 
 One of  the rare elements of  the Fascist rule in Rijeka that has 
attracted historians’ attention is the Italianization of  the urban landscape 
– remaining very visible traces of  the power take-over. Like Trieste, 
Rijeka served as a border city for the Italian state. Rijeka and Sušak 
served this function even more, containing a real and symbolic frontier 
between two state powers – an element that had to be emphasized by 
means of  architectural highlights aimed to impose on the other side 
of  the river. Sušak had established the Croatian Cultural House in the 
1930s – an impressive tower of  which large parts were covered with glass 
and white marble and that had to ‘display the cultural progress of  our 
homeland Kingdom of  Yugoslavia, not only to the insiders, but to our 
fellow-countrymen and other nationalities over the border’ so did the call 
for architectural designs by the city council of  Sušak announce (cited in: 
Ðekic 2006, 111). Rijeka responded to this Yugoslav project by building 
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a skyscraper at the end of  the Korzo, functioning as a Fascist power 
mirror. The tower was designed by Umberto Nordio, also the architect 
of  Trieste’s university building, and hosted offices and large modern 
apartments – containing parts of  various colors of  marble (Ðekic 2006, 
79-81). The Rječina river formed the state border between the Yugoslav 
and Italian states. On the one hand, this made the two riversides subject 
to architectural highlights, trying to impress the other city center. On the 
other hand, the bridge over the river was used on a daily basis by citizens 
from both sides, since they had the right to freely cross the border (Image 
2.6). As such, the bridge over the Rječina river is remembered as a point of  
encounter and exchange of  goods between the two parts of  the city (Fried 
[2001] 2005, 247-248; Pupo 2018, 171). So did the historian Edoardo 
Susmel for instance describe the frontier as ‘the boundary between state 
and state was placed along the row of  plane trees that runs along its entire 
length’ and the bridge as passed by people ‘who at all hours of  the day 
and night pass over the bridge’ (Susmel 1939, 172).228

Fascist rule also brought harsh policies of  Italianization (Pupo 2018, 
165-177). This is a subject that has not yet received much attention by 
urban historians. Therefore, it remains largely unknown how the Fascist 
practice of  these policies and the internal Fascist repression towards 
for instance ‘non-Italian’ citizens, ‘anti-Fascists’, or just normal citizens 
worked its effects in practice. The regional anti-Fascist movement TIGR 
(as abbreviation of  Trieste, Istria, Gorizia and Rijeka – the places which 
the TIGR aimed to liberate from Italian influence) did also operate in 
Rijeka, as its name indeed suggests, but existing historiography has not 
further examined political and social unrest in the city neither terrorist 
attacks from either Fascist troops or anti-Fascist movements – as has slowly 
but increasingly been the case with Trieste’s history-writing. What has 
been documented instead is how many repressed Rijekans and Istrians 
migrated to Hungary or the Kingdom of  the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, 
or moved over the river to Sušak.229 However, the division between Italian 
citizens and ‘the rest’ was not that black-and-white. These ‘enemies’ of  
the Fascist state, for instance, were not always non-Italians, but also Italian 
anti-Fascists. Many of  the citizens of  Slavic origin also decided to retrieve 
Italian citizenship, as for instance Ilona Fried ([2001] 2005, 245-246) has 
remarked. She also makes notice of  several of  her interviewees remarking 
that during their youth in interwar Rijeka they did not remember to have 
any contacts with fellow citizens of  Slavic origin (ibid., 247). The question 
of  the Italianization politics of  the Fascist regime in everyday practice 
however is still a field to open-up.

Well documented by historians are the traces of  Rijeka’s cultural life 
during the Fascist time. These can be found in several cultural journals 
published in the city which aimed at promoting Rijeka as a bridge of  
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cultures for the rest of  Italy (ibid., 260-273; Pupo 2018, 179-184). For 
a period of  harsh Italianization, these journals – La Fiumanella (1921), 
Delta (1923-1925) and Termini (1936-1943) – express a surprisingly 
multicultural attitude. Founder of  the first two journals and editor of  the 
latter was Francesco Drenig, an art critic and translator from Croatian and 
Slovenian into Italian.230 The preface to the first edition of  La Fiumanella. 
Rivista mensile di lettere e d’arti from October 1921 reads:

Clear and short words.
And not a program; then, since it is a matter of  Art, the field  

 is infinite.
For us, Art is religion. And in the temple of  Art one only has  

 to worship.
We will not act as critics, because we are well aware of  being 
young. And we know severe Humility and Sympathy.
With humility and sympathy we will treat everything that  

 concerns the Art.
We propose:
to spread Italian culture in the countries of  our hinterland 
(Yugoslavia, Hungary, Czech-Slovakia, Austria and Germany):
to introduce Italy to the Literature and Art of  these Nations;
to make known the artistic-literary activity of  our Region, as 
much in Italian as in the above-mentioned Nations.
These are the promises we make.
And we will keep to these promises (La Redazione La Fiumanella 
1921, 2).231

Driven by an avant-garde spirit that considers art as religion, the editors 
of  this journal consider in their preface all art and literature from their 
hinterland important and express the will to share this with the Italian 
readers. A similar intention was expressed in the preface of  the first 
edition of  Delta. Rivista mensile Fiume:

DELTA will be a monthly magazine, which aims to lead to an 
ever greater mutual understanding of  modern literature: Italian, 
Hungarian, Slavic, German, Czechoslovak. Fiume – which 
indeed appears as a delta on which our ancient civilization comes 
into contact with new civilizations in turmoil – seems to us to be 
particularly favorable to our purpose.
Let us not even dwell for a moment into discussing the Italian 
character of  Fiume. This, for us, remains an indestructible truth 
(La Redazione Delta 1923, 1).232
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Besides the importance of  the city of  Rijeka as a delta or meeting point 
for various cultures and civilizations, in 1923 the Italian character of  
the city was also emphasized. Termini. Rivista mensile di cultura was first 
published in 1936, at the height of  Fascist power. Whereas this journal 
was characterized by a strong Fascist discourse, calling their readers to 
support the Fascist revolution, also Termini published – besides Italian 
literature – introductions to ‘Balkan’, Hungarian or Slovenian poetry or 
literature as well as literary texts that were translated from various Slavic 
languages.233 Simultaneously, all three journals made use of  a mix of  local 
Rijekan editors, such as Enrico Morovich, Franco Vegliani or Osvaldo 
Ramous, as well as figures that were especially known for their Fascist and 
irredentist views, of  which the editor in chief  Giuseppe Gerini was only 
one of  the examples. 

Expressing a clear avant-garde literary spirit that we know from 
the Florentine Vociani circle, these journals are often considered important 
for their effort to open up Rijekan literary life to wider European 
dynamics, making literary scholars arguing that ‘thanks to this literary 
circle, Fiume obtains the right of  citizenship to full modernity’ (Pužar 
1999, 430).234 In sum, through the expression of  an avant-garde literary 
discourse that spoke to the pre-World War One origins of  Fascism, as well 
as to the cultural remains of  D’Annunzio’s Free State, Rijeka’s cultural 
and literary actors managed to develop a relatively autonomous cultural 
platform. This cultural platform where local Rijekan actors engaged 
with urgent European questions of  modernism and nationalism in 
European literature and politics, provided them, moreover, with a sense 
of  citizenship that was wider than Italian Fascism: based on a localized 
historical imagination of  Rijeka as a ‘delta’ and meeting point of  diverse 
cultures – which was close to the urban imaginations of  Rijeka’s history 
of  Hungarian idyll - Rijeka’s interwar avant-garde journals invoked an 
urban imagination of  a city in which other ethnic groups were culturally 
appreciated, which was possible since Rijeka had finally retrieved its 
Italian identity. Such imaginations, in turn, evoked also outside this 
cultural scene claims on a still existing ‘Fiuman nationality’, such as 
expressed for instance in 1943 by Riccardo Gigante: 

It would be wrong to believe that the 24,000 Italians of  Fiume 
were all aware of  their nationality and professed irredentist 
feelings; indeed, most of  them – even though jealously attached to 
the Italian language and customs – had preserved that detestable, 
stolid municipal mentality according to which the Municipality 
is also patria and, as they say, from “Fiuman nationality”, similar 
to the anachronistic inhabitants of  the [mountain] Titano and to 
the Raguseans of  Dalmatia (Gigante 1943, 18-19, cited in: Jeličić 
2015/16, 59-60).235
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It is noteworthy that a dedicated Fascist as Riccardo Gigante still speaks 
about the possibility of  a sentiment of  Italians for a different patria than 
the Fascist Italian one. It suggests a strongly embedded historical urban 
imagination that will remain part of  the Italian Rijekans as a distinct 
sense of  belonging that is older than Fascism, as Gigante suggested.
 So far we have thus seen how Rijeka through a production of  
cultural and literary journals has been imagined as simultaneously a 
frontier city and cultural bridge, which along the Rječina river opens up 
the Italian culture to the Slavic world. In doing so, these journals built 
on older early nineteenth century images of  a ‘Rijekan nationality’ - in 
which the city is presented as multinational and Italian in the same time, 
as well as an avant-garde adventure. There might be several reasons 
why it is this image of  Rijeka during the interwar years that remained 
in public memory. As I discussed also in the previous chapter in relation 
to Trieste, the legacies of  Fascist violence had long been silenced, only to 
be opened up from the 1980s and 1990s onwards.236 Cultural journals 
and urban architecture, instead, are traces of  the past that are relatively 
accessible sources for historians. Although I would like to emphasize that 
there is much work to be done here on Rijeka’s experiences of  violence 
during the Fascist domination, the public memory in Rijeka of  the Fascist 
era on first sight seems to show noteworthy similarities with Italy’s myth 
of  the ‘Italians as good people’: also the Rijekan urban society during 
Fascism is presented and remembered as a society experiencing a ‘good 
and humanitarian colonialism’, in which the Rijekans were ‘defenders 
of  the oppressed’ or at least not knew about any atrocities (Focardi and 
Klinkhammer 2004). In case of  Rijeka, this ‘silence’ of  the Fascist past 
seems to lead to the emergence of  an urban imagination in which even 
contemporary Croatian historians suggest that ‘life in Rijeka was good’ 
during the Italian Fascist period of  1924-1943 (Žic 2007, 155-156). 
Moreover, this image of  life in Fascist times as relatively carefree has 
been strengthened by the experiences of  violence related to the Nazi 
power take-over after 1943 and which effected Rijeka and the Istrian and 
Dalmatian region much more than the rest of  Italy.

karst, foiBe, victiMhood

In June 1940 the Italian government in Rome had decided to take the side 
of  Germany - declaring war on France and Great-Britain.237 It complicated 
relations in the Rijekan society even more. In a city where the main part 
of  Rijeka’s citizens had Slavic roots, the addition of  a Nazi categorization 
of  identifications along racial lines in which Jews were considered to be 
enemies of  the state and the Slavic race stood low in the racial hierarchy, 
complicated the already existing and highly challenging historical ethnic 
nationalist discourses of  identification even more. Also, Rijeka had in 
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comparison to the rest of  Italy a much larger Jewish community (see, e.g.: 
Simper 2018). When Mussolini announced in Trieste in 1938 the racial 
laws, the editor in chief  of  the avant-garde journal Termini reflected on 
the complexity of  the Jewish question for Rijeka. In Termini’s editorial of  
September/October 1938, Giuseppe Gerini remarked that the Jews in 
the Danubian countries and Italian borderlands were strongly assimilated 
into the original nations of  these countries, which made the division of  
races announced by Hitler and Mussolini a difficulty. He suggested that 
Fascists should evaluate for every separate Jew whether he or she had 
contributed to the Fascist case. This argument also seems to express a 
vision of  the Fascist identity that did not exclusively had to be Italian on a 
racial level, as long the Fascist case was supported (Gerini 1938).238 

As such, Rijeka and the wider Adriatic borderland as places with a 
larger Jewish population than other parts of  the country, took a particular 
position within the vivid and long-lasting historiographical discussion 
whether the Fascist regime had intrinsically been driven by anti-Semitic 
ideology or not and whether it had been the external Nazi regime that 
brought the Fascists to atrocities (see: Sarfatti 1994; Finzi 1997; Picciotto 
Fargion 1991; Zimmerman 2005; Focardi 1999). These questions had a 
strong influence on the collective memory of  post-war Italy, creating a 
myth of  the ‘Italians as good people’ (‘mito Italiani brava gente’) (Focardi 
and Klinkhamer 2004; Bidussa 1994). The Fascist role in the persecution 
of  the Jewish community in Rijeka and Istria has, however, been much 
larger than often considered. As Sanja Simper (2018) has recently 
demonstrated, the Fascist Rijekan prefect Temistocle Testa had a very 
active role in the strict implementation of  the Jewish racial laws. Many 
citizens of  Jewish origin lost after 1938 their Italian citizenship, resulting 
in the loss of  right of  residence, work and protection by the state, many 
were sent to concentration camps.

In April 1941, German, Italian and Hungarian troops occupied 
the Kingdom of  Yugoslavia; the Italian army annexed Sušak to Italy 
while the Nazi troops continued to Zagreb and Belgrade. At that time, 
Mussolini had already invaded Greece and Albania, annexing the latter 
through which the first step towards a long-lasting Fascist dream to 
become a European imperial power were accomplished.239 The Kingdom 
of  Yugoslavia was dismantled, the rule over the Balkan territories divided 
and the German-Italian axis established the Independent State of  
Croatia. For the Fascist regime, the move eastwards also gave space to 
imperialist ambitions in the Balkan region and Africa. For some Rijekan 
Italian nationalists, Mussolini’s imperial ambitions in the Balkans raised 
hope that Rijeka would retrieve its importance that it had experienced 
under the Hungarian Empire. Key member of  Giovine Fiume Riccardo 
Gigante reflected for instance two years later on these events as follows: 
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One thing is certain: with the disappearance of  the Yugoslav state 
and the annexation of  Sušak, Fiume fully regains the importance 
and the mission of  stopover of  the Middle-Danubian basin 
which it had when it belonged to Hungary, as Corpus Separatum 
(Gigante 1943, 106, cited in: Pupo 2018, 192).240

It would never come to such an end, since the interventions in the Balkans 
had unleashed in these territories a harsh civil war, in which a Partisan 
liberation struggle against Nazi and Fascist occupation fused with 
nationalist tensions (Pupo 2018, 199-200). Rijeka after the annexation 
of  Sušak became a city in which the Italians had become the minority, 
while Italianization politics only increased. This situation strengthened 
the Croatian and Slovene nationalist feelings in the city (Stelli 2017, 277).
 When in July 1943 the Fascist regime fell, local Rijekan political 
actors created a committee in which the various anti-Fascist parties 
collaborated: this Comitato Politico Cittadino di Fiume (‘Political Citizen 
Committee of  Fiume’) aimed to create a new civil local government. 
This anti-Fascist resistance committee was a collaboration between the 
Partito d’Azione (a liberal-socialist and anti-Fascist party), the Christian-
Democrats, the Communists and the Socialists, and also the Autonomists 
shortly returned to the local political scene.241 They even choose a prefect, 
who would only remain for two months, since in September 1943 Rijeka 
and Sušak were occupied by Nazi Germany and became part of  the 
‘Adriatisches Küstenland’. The years 1943-1945 gave voice to an Italian-
wide resistance movement, centrally coordinated by the Comitato di 
Liberazione Nazionale italiano (‘Italian Committee of  National Liberation’, 
CLN). In Italy, the years between 1943 and 1945 received a key position 
in the postwar national memory, as the Resistenza movement created a 
collective Italian myth of  united liberation, providing a powerful base for 
the postwar Italian democratic and republican politics (Gobbi 1922). Yet, 
in Rijeka, the experience of  resistance took a different path. As Raoul 
Pupo (2018, 220) for instance remarked, a local CLN emerged, which was 
part of  a centrally organized Italian coordination of  resistance struggle 
against Nazi Germany. But, 

certainly, as in other Giulian cities, its members are concerned 
that any action against the Germans could benefit the Yugoslav 
Partisans, who are also abhorred: but while in Trieste this 
encourages the CLN to carry out competitive resistance activities, 
in Rijeka it leads to passivity.242

The Italian Resistenza was in Rijeka thus a double struggle of  resistance: 
Rijeka and its surroundings faced the occupation of  the Nazi’s on the 
one hand, and Tito’s Yugoslav Partisans on the other hand. These 
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Partisan communist militias (NOV i POJ) strove for liberation of  the 
Slavic countries from the Italian Fascist, German Nazi, Croatian Ustaša 
and Serbian Četnik movements. For Rijeka, a liberation of  the Germans 
would mean intervention of  the Yugoslav troops.
 During the war, Rijeka was subject to both Allied and German 
bombings, which destroyed a large part of  its industries and the harbor. 
After the defeat of  the Nazi regime in 1945, the city became part of  Tito’s 
Yugoslav state, as formalized by the international Paris Peace Treaty. As 
a symbol for the new power take-over, Rijeka’s two-headed eagle was in 
1949 removed from the city tower, since the Yugoslav state associated 
the eagle with the Fascist power and autonomist movement. This act 
demonstrates the power politics played by Tito, in which all Italian 
traces had to be removed from the city. The Yugoslav Partisans started 
a campaign against those they considered Fascist Italians – which in 
practice turned out as a persecution of  all Italian elements in the society, 
attacking former Fascists, but also Italian public servants, normal Italian 
citizens and also anti-Fascists (Pupo 2018, 223-237). These years provided 
an end to the long Italian dominance in Istrian and on the Dalmatian 
coast.

Instead of  an experience of  resistance that strongly formed the 
cultural memory of  the war years on the Italian peninsula, the years 
after 1943 - and increasingly from 1945 - remained especially present in 
the public memories of  Istria and Dalmatia for its experiences of  ethnic 
massacres and forced exile. From 1943 onwards, and into the 1950s, 
Yugoslav Partisan troops conducted mass killings on the – mainly but 
not only – Italian population of  Rijeka, Istria and Dalmatia, throwing 
the bodies in the natural karst sinkholes called foibe. The ethnic violence 
caused the exodus of  around 250,000 to 300,000 people who left Istria 
and Dalmatia to settle in Italy, but also the United States, Australia or 
New Zealand (Pupo 2005, 1; Cattaruzza and Moscarda 2008). It has only 
descended very recently in the public and historiographical debates that 
the foibe massacres and the large exodus that followed, did not only affected 
the Italian population, but also Croatians and Slovenes.243 Simultaneously, 
the foibe experiences and the exodus have become only from the late 
1990s and early 2000s subject of  Italian public attention. Before that 
time, the Istrian exile experience was rarely present in the Italian public 
memory. Italian historiography had until the 1980s considered the exodus 
a regional experience that was the direct result of  reckoning of  Tito’s 
Yugoslavia with the Fascist violence. The foibe and exile experiences did 
not fit into the national myth of  the Resistenza (Cattaruzza and Moscarda 
2008). This changed with the establishment of  the Italian-Slovenian 
Historical Committee (1993-2000) by the two national governments, 
which was assigned with the task to investigate the historical relations 
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and violence between the two nations.244 Historians started to examine 
the impact of  the events in a broader Italian and European framework 
of  postwar identity dynamics and the Italian government announced in 
2005 a yearly Giornata del ricordo (‘Day of  remembrance’, on February 
10).245 

The foibe experiences took a focal position in the memory 
debates and identity dynamics in Istria, Dalmatia and among the (Italian) 
esuli. In History in exile (2003a), Pamela Ballinger has demonstrated that 
in this region the foibe came to function as memory sites (Nora 1989), 
the ‘mnemonic sites around which discourses of  memory are constructed 
and contested’ (Ballinger 2003a, 129). The ‘foibe serve as a focal point for 
intertwined debates’, on the one hand as defining the relationship between 
the Italians (including the esuli) and the Slovenes and Croatians, and on 
the other hand as understanding the ‘Istrian exodus as an act of  ethnic 
cleansing prompted by such violence’ (ibid.). Both ‘sides’ claim exclusive 
‘ownership’ of  victimhood to the events – the Slovenes and Croatians 
claim to have been victims of  Fascism and the Holocaust, the Italians 
consider themselves victims of  the Yugoslav foibe massacres (ibid.).

The experiences of  violence during the last years of  and directly 
after the Fascist regime strengthened the perception that life during the 
Fascist period itself  had been relatively good. This public perception 
had been fed by two elements. The first was the interference of  the Nazi 
regime in Adriatic power politics, which added a violent Jewish racial 
question to the already complex identity relations in this region. The 
second were the foibe massacres by Tito’s Yugoslav Partisans. These two 
experiences reinforced the myth that it had been the Nazis who turned 
Fascism into an aggressive political force. In the case of  Rijeka, this 
myth is emphasized by the cultural memory of  the interwar years as the 
moderate ‘cultural heydays’ of  the city – an imagination evoked by the 
rare documented traces of  this period, namely a small body of  avant-
garde journals which present Rijeka as a multicultural tolerant delta, or 
a cultural bridge between Italy and its Slavic neighboring cultures. By 
analyzing not only how the Fascist regime affected local identity politics 
but especially focusing on dynamics of  urban cultural memory, this section 
thus demonstrated how Rijeka’s sense of  autonomy indeed disappeared 
in political terms, yet to return instead in a cultural imaginary of  the city. 
In what follows, I will discuss how with the exodus of  (mostly but not only) 
Italian Rijekans, Istrians and Dalmatians, there emerged a new collective 
myth: that of  the Italian drama in the Adriatic. After the World War Two, 
this historical narrative transmitted – along with the movement of  the 
exiles themselves – the memory of  interwar life in Rijeka and the related 
sense of  cityness ‘that had now forever been lost’ to Italy, where the 
‘Fiuman’ nostalgic memory developed a long afterlife in exile literature.
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‘fiuMe’ in exile

The experiences of  violence during the 1940s and 1950s invoked a new 
sense of  urban belonging to Rijeka that received a long afterlife in the 
literary memories and historical autobiographies of  the Italian exile 
community that left the city during these years. Increasingly from the 1960s 
onwards, there emerged a body of  literary autobiography written by esuli 
(exiles) and several rimasti (‘those who stayed’) that opened up the past of  
the interwar years as an imaginative resource for collectivizing memory 
(Rigney [2012] 2017). Whereas chapter 5 will further elaborate on the 
urban imaginations in Rijeka during the postwar Yugoslav time, and how 
these imaginaries found resonance in regional identity politics when the 
city became part of  the Croatian state in the 1990s, this chapter concludes 
with a discussion of  a sense of  Rijekan cityness which literally left the city, 
to be located in the cultural memory of  the Italian exile community. This 
literary reflection produced for the Italian-speaking exile community of  
Rijeka an – often nostalgic – experience of  belonging to ‘Fiume’ – as a 
city that is no longer theirs but remains in their memories. I am interested 
here, first, in how this literary afterlife became a method for progressing 
both individual experiences of  exile and violence and collective Italian 
experiences in the Adriatic, or what Raoul Pupo (2016, 107) has named 
‘the catastrophe of  the Adriatic Italianness’ (‘la catastrofe dell’italianità 
adriatica’) - the narrative around the disappearance of  Italian culture in 
the Adriatic lands. Second, I am interested in how these written accounts 
express an urban imagination of  Rijeka during the Fascist regime.
 Part of  a wider exile experience that included the regions of  Istria 
and Dalmatia, it has in particular become ‘Fiume’ that has received a key 
position in the public and historiographical engagement of  the memory 
of  the fiumani – the Italian speaking Rijekans. This is for a large part 
due to the literary production that takes the city of  Rijeka – directly or 
indirectly – as its starting point for a mnemonic depiction of  ‘Fiume’, 
a nostalgic homeland that has forever been lost. ‘Fiume’ revives in the 
historical novels, historical autobiographies and poetry of, among others, 
esuli such as Enrico Morovich (1906 – 1994), Marisa Madieri (1938 – 
1996), Franco Vegliani (1915 – 1985) and Paolo Santarcangeli (1909 – 
1995) as well as of  rimasti such as Osvaldo Ramous (1905 – 1981). The 
testimonies of  these writers keep alive the memory of  this city to the Italian 
Rijekans (fiumani) (Crainz 2005) - the homeland where these families lived 
for generations despite the many border changes in the urban past. The 
literary productions engage in a direct and indirect way with the everyday 
life in the city as well as experiences of  exodus.246 Likewise, Madieri’s Verde 
Acqua (1987) engages with the memories of  her family’s exodus as well as 
the life of  her family in Rijeka before the exodus, in the form of  a diary 
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that she wrote between 1981 and 1984.247 The literary processing of  her 
past experiences into this novel serve as a way to come to terms with 
this same past: Madieri the first-person narrator describes her memories 
between 1981 and 1984 as an Odyssean journey, closing her journey with 
the following sentences:

But I don’t feel sadness, just gratitude. When I have returned to 
Ithaca, when in the long silences of  my life the notes of  the waltz 
have echoed for a few moments that the planets and the stars, 
so bright tonight, dance in the odyssey of  spaces, I feel I have to 
thank a bunch of  people […] they have not only helped me to 
live, but, perhaps, they are my life itself  (Madieri [1987] 1993, 
150).248

Her ‘Ithaca’, referring to Odyssey’s homeland where he returns after a 
long journey, stands for Madieri for the sense of  having arrived mindfully 
in the present after having come to terms with her family’s past.

Often, this body of  exile literature is considered as deriving from 
the inheritance of  the literary circles around La Fiumanella, Delta and 
Termini, and ‘as the logical continuation of  pre-war literary efforts as a 
struggle for the preservation of  the earlier literary identity’ (Pužar 1999, 
435-436). Several of  the above-mentioned authors indeed were engaged 
editors of  these prewar cultural journals, such as Morovich, Vegliani 
and Ramous. And indeed, Franco Vegliani for instance, connected his 
local exile experiences with a thematic contemplation of  wider European 
concerns around the border/frontier experience, most famously in his 
1964 novel La Frontiera.249 For this border theme and the realist literary 
style, Rijekan authors (both esuli and rimasti) such as Vegliani are also 
often considered in line with a ‘Triestine literary tradition’ (Hansen 2009, 
171). Connecting local characteristics with broader European concerns is 
also what characterized the interwar cultural production in Rijeka. The 
connection with the prewar literary Rijeka, I want to emphasize, cannot 
be found in the avant-garde spirit that these interwar journals were so 
well-known for. Rather I want to argue that the comparison with the 
prewar urban literary world should be found in the ways these authors 
use their literary expression to inhabit - on a mnemonic level - their city 
that is no longer theirs. During the interwar years their city was occupied 
by the Fascist regime and after the war they had physically left their home 
city. Through their literary production, they were able to ‘return’ to their 
Rijeka when it was still known as ‘Fiume’.

Many autobiographies of  the exile literature focus on life before 
the exodus and depict a memory of  the city of  Rijeka as it once was. It is 
the experience of  having to leave home that anchors the imaginaries of  
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their city in the authors’ minds. Madieri for instance wrote in Verde acqua 
([1987] 1993, 43):

that is how I remember my Fiume – its wide banks, the Shrine 
of  Trsat on the hill, the Teatro Verdi, the center with its dark 
buildings, Cantrida – a city of  familiarity and detachment, which 
I had to miss as soon as I got to know it. However, those timid 
and short approaches, pervaded with intensity and distance, left 
an indelible mark on me. I am still that wind on the shores, those 
chiaroscuri of  the streets, those slightly rotten smells of  the sea and 
those grey buildings.250

And also Enrico Morovich describes his imaginations of  the city he left as 
catalyzed by the exile experience: 

We exiles are a bit like imaginary painters who have lost their 
palette; by now they cannot paint in color and at most they resign 
themselves of  drawing. And the drawings, even if  well made, are 
always a bit sad (Morovich 1985, 159).251

The exile imaginations often narrate everyday life in the city as an idealized 
vision of  the place – putting forward the exodus as turning point that 
puts an end to their heavenly life. Paolo Santarcangeli’s Il porto dell’aquila 
decapitata  (‘The port of  the beheaded eagle’, 1969) depicts a portrait of  
Rijeka that is on the cover by the publisher announced as ‘bewildering 
with nostalgia and animated by the magic of  memory, it offers itself  to 
the reader as the tale of  a myth.’252 In the mnemonic narration that is 
Santarcangeli’s novel, there emerges a strong appropriation of  belonging 
to Rijeka as well as of  the experience of  urban citizenship. One of  the 
most notable examples is the opening of  the book, in which the author 
depicts an imaginary assembly of  the Rijekan citizens, as the citizens of  
the ancient Athens did – the ‘founders of  democracy and citizenship’. 
The opening phrase of  the book goes as follows:

Let us imagine, o citizens – not of  Athens, but of  our small and 
little illustrious city – to be gathered in an ideal assembly on one 
of  our sorrowful smells of  brushwood and twigs cooked in the 
sun, and to sit all together. Many of  us have never been and 
many of  us have died: all we need is a small amphitheater in the 
Karst to contain us all. Do we talk? Maybe we don’t even talk. We 
express our thoughts and feelings rather with the eyes than with 
the lips. Our presence is eloquent (Santarcangeli 1969, 15).253
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The experience of  citizenship that is depicted in Santarcangeli’s 
imagination of  the assembly, is embedded in the landscape experience 
of  the karst – being rooted in the soil of  the homeland. Yet, ‘some [of  
us esuli] have never been there, and many have died’ (Santarcangeli 
1969, 15). The sense of  belonging to this citizen-community is thus a 
rooted one, but ‘in exile’ and continuing as an experience in mind. The 
‘nostalgic myth’ that Santarcangeli furthermore depicts is a ‘Fiume’ that is 
multiculturally composed, tolerant, but dominantly Italian and therefore 
relatively autonomous. ‘Today we know, so does the book end, ‘that it 
was a community, harmonious and organic, corrupt and intact, plebeian 
but with a vein of  nobility, full of  vices and virtues mixed, spiteful and 
generous in its own way: a true communion of  the people’ (Santarcangeli 
1969, 141).254 None of  these above mentioned autobiographies draws 
specific attention to the Fascist dictatorship that forms the historical 
context of  these novels. If  so, the authors highlight the citizens’ capability 
to work around the presence of  the Fascist rule in their everyday life (see, 
e.g.: Santarcangeli 1969, 98-99). Avoiding hierarchical differences in 
ethnic, cultural and economic terms, living in an urban society in which 
the Italians were privileged under the Fascist regime, the exiles depict life 
in Istria and Dalmatia in their memorial accounts in terms of  solidarity 
and conviviality also with the Slavic population. As other scholars have 
remarked, the exile community often contradicts the representation of  
the Fascist regime as hierarchical in class and ethnic relations. Istrian 
exiles remember their life as ‘marked by a proper ordering of  relations 
between God and people, the dead and the living, the old and the young, 
men and women’ (Ballinger 2003a, 186; Nemec 1998). 
 The letteratura dell’esodo (exodus literature) that engages with 
individual and family experiences of  violence and exile, gives voice to 
a broader Italian collective experience of  the loss of  the Adriatic Italian 
identity. This by Pupo identified ‘catastrophe of  the Adriatic Italianness’ 
reflects

the disappearance from the Adriatic shores of  the specific form 
of  Italian presence that had been established there as the last act 
of  a historical event that began at the time of  Romanization: 
an almost total disappearance, since today only a few relics of  it 
remain, made of  stone – many - and of  people, much fewer, that 
constitute a different and unprecedented type of  Italian presence 
(Pupo 2016, 107).255

The identifying experience invoked in the exile literature is thus strongly 
attached to a sense of  Italian cultural attachment to the Adriatic shores 
as historical homeland. The exile experience does sometimes even 
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have a religiously charged vocabulary (‘only a few relics of  it remain’, 
Pupo 2016, 107), a spiritual-nationalist discourse I also observed in the 
irredentist-nationalist claims to the Adriatic borderland. In a similar 
vein, Ballinger (2003a, 183, 168-169) has showed how a strong sense 
of  moral community was created among the esuli out of  ‘the image of  
exiles as the survivors of  an autochthonous and now decimated culture, 
a culture rooted in the soil of  Istria and today preserved in the hearts 
of  the esuli.’ Upon arrival in Italy, the Italian Istrians and Dalmatians 
experienced a discrepancy between considering themselves as esuli, while 
the Italians considered them initially as profughi (refugees) – yet, only the 
word ‘exile’ could come close to the experience of  pain that came with 
their departure. Moreover, the exile experience often ‘became emplotted 
in a broader, religious-nationalist narrative about exodus’ (ibid., 169). In 
a similar vein, I propose to understand the experience of  displacement 
and unboundedness in the Rijekan exile literature: as an experience 
of  change and unboundedness that can only receive meaning through 
grounding these within a wider ‘spiritual’ discourse of  Italian memory 
politics as well as in the materiality of  the Rijekan urban landscape.
 As I remarked earlier in this chapter, the exile experience was not 
immediately at the forefront of  Italian public memory, and only from the 
1990s onwards slowly moved away from the image of  being a regional 
experience. This phenomenon is poignantly expressed by Stefano Zecchi, 
in the preface of  his recently published historical novel Rose bianche a 
Fiume (‘White roses in Fiume’, 2014, preface): ‘What happened on the 
eastern Italian coast of  the Adriatic after the war? Nothing relevant, said 
that History that had not opened its doors to the unwanted guest: only 
a new border marked there with a stroke of  pen.’256 The selling success 
of  this historical novel published by Mondadori, which narrates about 
the memories of  Rijeka in the 1940s and 1950s and the experiences 
of  divided ideologies and violence, shows that the public attention for 
the Istrian exile experience has increased. Moreover, the author is not 
an exile himself  but born in Venice and for years living and working in 
Milan. This book is one of  several that served to bring the Istrian exile 
experience to a place in the Italian public memory.
 It is in particular the city of  Rijeka to which the Italian memories 
of  both exile and Italian presence in Istria and Dalmatia are attached, 
which is demonstrated by the many autobiographies situated in this city. 
This might be due to the strong Italian national(ist) historical imaginaries 
assigned to ‘Fiume’, but obviously also to the fact that it was the largest city 
in the region, home to the major cultural networks. Important influence 
in the creation of  an afterlife of  ‘Fiume’ had the Società di Studi Fiumani 
(‘Society of  Fiuman Studies’), that was found in the 1960s in Rome by 
a group of  exile intellectuals from Rijeka - among which the historian 
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Enrico Burich, who had been in 1915 one of  the first intellectuals who 
had turned the public attention to the case for redemption of  Fiume. In 
fact, the association was a continuation ‘in exile’ of  the in 1923 by the city 
council established Deputazione Fiumana di Storia Patria. Its new statute of  17 
May 1964 announced that the società aimed to ‘assemble, in the cultural 
sphere and after D’Annunzio’s enterprise, the bitter disagreements that 
have arisen between the annexationist movement and the autonomist 
movement’ (Società di Studi Fiumani Online [1964]).257 Considering the 
association as the cultural continuation of  the Rijekan intellectual scene 
from the interwar, it intended to focus on the question what happened 
with Rijekan urban politics in the struggle between the Autonomists and 
the Italian irredentists, and they aimed to document and remember the 
‘drama of  the exodus at the Istrian, Fiuman and Dalmatian territories, 
for the European future’ (ibid.).258 From the 1960s onwards, the Società di 
Studi Fiumani (Image 2.7) developed into an archive and small museum 
space on these two memories of  ‘Fiume’: first conserving documents 
on the (Italian) cultural life and local politics from the late nineteenth 
century until the 1940s; and second, documenting the exodus of  the 
1940s and 1950s. The archival and memorial role of  the association 
comes to the fore in the regular historical publications on the history of  
Rijeka - for instance by its current president Giovanni Stelli, who is the 
author of  the in Italian written Storia di Fiume. Dalle origini ai giorni nostri 
(‘History of  Fiume. From the origins to our days’, 2017), or by its journal 
Fiume. Rivista di studi Adriatici (‘Fiume. Journal of  Adriatic Studies’), that 
publishes a diversity of  historical studies on the history of  Rijeka, Istria 
and Dalmatia. Publications from the Società di Studi Fiumani are written for 
an Italian audience, depicting the history of  the Italian exiles from the 
city, and depict the city mostly as an Italian place.259 
 The Società di Studi Fiumani plays a role in the creation of  an 
afterlife of  the memory to ‘Fiume’ not only through its publications that 
investigate this past, but also because the institute itself  functions as lieu 
de mémoire for the exile community. The archive-museum is based in a 
building in a Roman suburb, the Villaggio Giuliano-Dalmato, the name 
referring to the history of  its first residents. This neighborhood has a 
particular history, since during the 1940s it was the home of  the many 
construction workers who built the E.U.R. (Esposizione Universale Romana – 
E42) neighborhood – Mussolini’s new Roman utopia to the sea. After the 
fall of  the Fascist regime, the Italian government decided to host around 
2000 refugees from Istria and Dalmatia in this abandoned barracks of  
the construction workers and unfinished new Roman suburb. It was 
indeed the exile community that from the late 1940s and early 1950s 
onwards created this neighborhood, naming the streets after Istrian and 
Dalmatian intellectuals, artists and writers, opening cultural and social 
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centers and churches.260 Nowadays, with the Villaggio included into the 
urban expansion of  Rome, the memory of  the exile community is still 
strongly embedded in this neighborhood around the building of  the 
Società di Studi Fiumani. The institution takes care of  the exile heritage in 
the neighborhood – for its many memorials, street signs - and organizes 
commemoration days. In a changing Rome where new citizens without 
an Istrian or Dalmatian background come to live in the neighborhood as 
well, the Rijekan institute functions by means of  its physical building, their 
archive-museum, through its social-cultural activities in the neighborhood, 
and through its engagement in raising attention of  this regional history 
on the national agenda, as place of  memory of  the Italian past in Istria 
and Dalmatia and in particular Rijeka.261 
 We have seen so far how after the exodus the sense of  Rijekan 
(or rather: Fiuman) cityness was transmitted outside the city into a body 
of  exile literature, which depicts a nostalgic image of  Rijeka before the 
exodus. It is a cultural claim to urban citizenship that remains alive in a 
nostalgic myth of  the city that the Italian Rijekans had lost forever. On 
a personal and family level, this literature serves an important function: 
the literary processing of  exile experiences was often a way to come to 
terms with the traumatic family memories of  the past. In doing so, these 
mnemonic narratives depict an urban imagination of  Rijeka that comes 
close to the idealized tolerant city-life we know from the urban imaginaries 
of  interwar Fascist Rijeka. The exodus literature also gives voice to a 
broader Italian collective experience of  the loss of  the Adriatic Italian 
identity. The memory of  ‘Fiume’ is, this section has moreover shown, 
not only embedded in the memory places that are the foibe sinkholes. 
Whereas the foibe serve as a memory place of  mourning for a society 
that has forever been lost, it is the body of  exile literature, as well as the 
Archivio-Museo di studi Fiumani (‘Archive-Museum of  Fiuman Studies’) and 
its surrounding Roman neighborhood, that serve as lieux de mémoire of  the 
afterlife of  the exile community. With their exodus from Rijeka, these 
Italian fiumani thus carried the sense of  belonging to their city with them.

conclusion

This chapter followed the changing perceptions of  Rijeka’s sense 
of  autonomy, approaching these urban imaginations as a historical 
phenomenon of  urban belonging. As in the previous chapter, I traced 
experiences of  cityness in Rijeka during various phases of  regional identity 
politics, in which the city underwent a transition from the imperial to 
national state and notions of  citizenship. My analysis started from the 
argument that the articulation of  a distinct sense of  cityness in Rijeka was 
strongly embedded in its historical politics of  liberal autonomy. Starting 
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from this focus on the representations of  urban autonomy, I showed 
that the experiences of  urban autonomy were not only embedded in 
political legibility but – once appropriated and transformed - continued 
to inform the common experience of  urban belonging as a discourse 
of  empowerment when the political ties with the city disappeared. The 
chapter showed that for various generations of  cultural and political 
key figures in the city, Rijeka was a disruptive political place and often 
a temporal and spatial interspace that gave space to experimenting with 
common experiences of  citizenship and discourses of  empowerment and 
ownership in a city that was politically not always theirs.
 The long-term historical approach to senses of  urban belonging 
in Rijeka, identified four stages and tropes in the emerging distinct 
sense of  cityness. First, during the Hungarian imperial dominance, 
Rijeka developed a sense of  urban autonomy which was embedded in 
the experience of  being corpus separatum within the empire and could be 
identified as imperial patriotism. When the city council faced in 1896 
the limits of  the urban autonomy, the experiences of  cityness became 
highly politicized into an autonomous struggle for the right to urban 
citizenship. This moment did not only end a sense of  imperial patriotism 
in Rijeka. Also, it served as a key moment of  urban myth-making, in 
that the past experiences of  the corpus separatum activated and invoked 
political imaginaries of  an urban autonomy which from the late 1890s 
and into the 1910s developed an afterlife of  their own as a struggle for 
political ownership to the city. In a broader European context in which 
several nation states claimed their rights to Rijeka, the Autonomists found 
hope for their struggle for urban autonomy in the Italian nationalist 
trope of  Fiume irredenta, which aimed in the years towards and during 
the World War One to redeem Rijeka from foreign influence. While the 
urban society was mired in economic and political chaos, ‘Fiume’ was 
embedded in a discourse of  Italian nationalism, in which the meaning 
of  the city became overdetermined as spiritual border city for the Italian 
nation. After the “redemption” of  Rijeka by the Italian poet Gabriele 
D’Annunzio in 1919, he announced the city as an urban constitution. 
Rijeka’s sense of  cityness and urban citizenship were restaged, yet this 
time not for the Rijekans themselves, but as an avant-garde political 
experiment that was the revolutionary Free State. Whereas Rijeka’s 
political autonomy had until 1919 been a real political project that should 
secure the cohabitation of  various peoples and cultures in the city, with 
D’Annunzio’s entrance in the city, these goals changed towards a rather 
intellectual political project for recognizing multiple identities. Which 
it remained also during the third phase. During the interwar years of  
Fascist rule and politics of  Italianization, Rijeka’s sense of  autonomous 
cityness disappeared as a political force, yet to be restaged as a cultural 
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act of  citizenship. Rijeka’s urban experience reemerged as a trope which 
I identified as the ‘delta of  cultures.’ Despite Fascist policies of  harsh 
Italianization, where also Rijeka was subject to, there seemed to remain an 
urban imagination of  a multicultural tolerant city that bravely remained 
standing despite Italianizing policies and Fascist rule, and was depicted 
as a bridge between Italy and its Slavic neighboring cultures. This image 
of  interwar Rijeka developed an afterlife of  its own: with the exodus of  
the Italian Rijekans, these people left their home-city yet their memories 
and sense of  belonging remained in ‘Fiume.’ This fourth trope of  – 
what I named – ‘Fiume in exile’ emerged in literary representations and 
historical autobiographies about everyday life in the city. It functioned to 
create common experiences and to claim ownership to a city to which the 
Rijekan exiles had no longer political ownership.
 What these four stages and tropes of  Rijeka’s distinct senses of  
cityness have in common – either political projects as the first two or 
cultural imaginations as the latter two - are that they emerged as vivid 
imaginative cityscapes in which the historical actors generating them 
revealed an intrinsic hope for a ‘grande avvenire’ for their city. In contrast 
to what other historians have argued, Rijeka’s urban autonomy did thus 
not disappear when more radical political nationalisms appeared on the 
political stage, but developed a long afterlife as cultural expression of  
citizenship, where it continued to inspire claims of  ownership to the city. 
This dynamic is also key to the difference with articulations of  triestinità as 
discussed in the previous chapter: whereas the imaginative cityscapes of  
triestinità often exposed the desire to overcome the identity-making process 
itself, the distinct sense of  cityness in Rijeka exposed the desire to claim 
and regain ownership of  a political urban world that was no longer theirs. 
The urban imaginations of  Rijeka as an autonomous city are articulated 
as new and disruptive political worlds and societies. Therefore, this chapter 
has thus also shown that cultural citizenship emerged throughout Rijeka’s 
past as a citizen-state relationship in which the focus was not on the 
juridical and territorial rights of  the citizen towards the state, but on the 
common experiences, learning process and discourses of  empowerment 
that defined the sense of  belonging of  the inhabitant of  a border city.
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Italian national newspapers have recently remarked on the ‘Renaissance’ 
of  Trieste. Also in the words of  its Mayor, Roberto Dipiazza, Trieste ‘is 
experiencing an authentic and sudden Renaissance’, in accordance with 
‘its cosmopolitan vocation’ (Zuin 2018; Parmegiani 2018; La Repubblica 
2017).262 The new city logo ‘We are InTriesteIng’ that was launched 
by Trieste’s Alderman for Tourism in September 2018 exemplifies the 
imagined ‘cosmopolitan Renaissance’ of  Trieste staged by the Mayor and 
local and national newspapers, while also marking how reductive tropes 
are at work in such forms of  city marketing. While the initial design of  
the slogan was written against the background of  the mountains of  the 
Carso (‘Karst’) - the mineral stone creating the rocky hillside that envelops 
the city - the background was eventually changed into the Habsburg 
Miramare castle. The municipality passed over the image of  the harsh 
and rocky Carso in favor of  images of  the city’s cosmopolitan markers: a 
gleaming white Habsburg castle, sea waves, and bird wings - because the 
sea would more easily promote the city to the (mostly German) cruise 
companies, the Alderman believed (Dorigo 2017, 2018). The English 
slogan ‘We are InTriesteIng’ can easily be read by foreign tourists as ‘we 
are interesting’, yet in their local dialect, the triestini pronounce this same 
text as ‘in triestin’ (‘in triestino’), referring to both the dialect itself  and 
to ‘doing things on the local Trieste way’. Although the new slogan for 
Trieste had been the result of  a public competition and part of  a wider 
project of  city branding in Trieste, the competition resulted into heated 
public discussions about how such triestinità should be branded - eventually 
spurring an alternative, citizens’ initiative competition.263 

‘Renaissance’ of  triestinità. 
Heritagizing 

the cosmopolitan city

Chapter three
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The city campaign fits into Trieste’s wider imaginations 
of  cityness that I have described in chapter 1 - as a place that invites 
citizens and visitors to inscribe their own narratives onto the city and 
whose sense of  cityness indeed invites such new re-imaginations. In this 
chapter, I will highlight how contemporary triestinità is not only a sense of  
cityness embedded in historical narratives of  the city but is also actively 
being restaged in local marketing and cultural projects for the city. The 
chapter will thus show how Trieste’s historical narratives have since the 
1990s increasingly been restaged as subjects of  local marketing and city 
branding, through urban heritage projects. Moreover, it will highlight 
how that such contemporary city-making projects have cultivated Trieste 
as a place defined by its ‘grounded’ or ‘actually existing’ cosmopolitanism.
 With the renewed attention for Trieste’s urban narratives and 
new projects of  urban renewal from the 1990s onwards, such projects also 
became subject of  a diverse range of  academic studies interested in the 
sites and markers of  Trieste’s urban imaginary. Several projects of  urban 
renewal, gentrification and waterfront development that were initiated 
by the city administration during these years reached scholars’ attention 
(Colombino & Minca 2005; Minca 1995; Colombino 2007, 2009; Cocco 
2010). Others explored Trieste’s urban memory landscapes, revealing 
the dynamic nationalized and imperial memory politics of  the city’s 
heritage, such as monuments and food cultures (Klabjan 2019; Ličen 
2018; Hametz 2014; Hametz & Klabjan 2018; Ballinger 2003b). These 
studies all emphasize the framing of  urban renewal projects and heritage 
objects into a broader urban image of  Trieste’s cosmopolitan past. What 
is more, Colombino (2009) showed how Trieste’s heritage even evoked a 
particular time experience for the triestini, which enables city marketers 
to connect narratives of  the city’s cosmopolitan past to contemporary 
debates of  multiculturalism. Overall, the meaning-making process of  the 
‘cosmopolitan’ imaginary in such urban heritage and renewal projects 
has only been discussed in context of  individual objects and projects, 
often within a limited historical framework. 

This chapter builds upon this research, yet aims to add a new 
perspective too. My study sets these urban renewal projects into a wider 
perspective of  city-making by exploring the reworking of  historical urban 
imaginaries into contemporary city branding. It explores Trieste’s city 
branding and heritage debates, following the paths of  urban heritagization. 
I understand heritagization as the process of  selecting ‘things, places 
and practices’ that have ‘been handed down from the past’ and that are 
‘viewed as a precious and irreplaceable resource, essential to personal 
and collective identity and necessary for self-respect’ (Lowenthal 2005, 
81). In so doing, I thus follow Stuart Hall’s (1999, 4) argument that ‘those 
who cannot see themselves reflected in its [heritage] mirror cannot 
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properly “belong”.’ This heritagization of  historical urban imaginaries 
of  the city into contemporary urban cultural policies of  city branding, 
requests a particular attention for the contradiction between the ideas of  
a ‘sense of  place’ and city branding. Scholars have highlighted the first 
being dynamic and undefinable, the latter demanding a fixed marking 
of  urban identity (Kalandides 2011; Kavaratzis and Kalandides 2015). 
City branding thus ‘runs counter to, even while it draws upon, the tight 
relation between identity and place’ (Malpas 2009, 191). Place marketing, 
in other words, draws upon the art of  seduction and simplification. The 
discussion around Trieste’s new city logo above demonstrates too how 
image marketing offers a possibility to market more complex place 
images. Because of  the complexity of  cities as objects of  place marketing, 
city administrators have warmly welcomed image marketing as a way to 
effectively market the vaguely delineated urban imagination (Kavaratzis 
2004, 60; Ashworth and Voogd 1994). Examining the heritagization of  
Trieste’s distinct sense of  cityness (triestinità) into a staged city brand – 
considering the latter the product not only of  seduction and simplification 
but also of  image marketing – will enable me to describe the process of  
meaning-making of  Trieste as cultivated ‘cosmopolitan city’.

I trace the path of  heritagization in a wide body of  sources, from 
official policy documents from both municipality and cultural institutes, 
promotional material from the tourist board, to literary production and 
the local newspaper Il Piccolo, the latter functioning as a rich soundboard 
of  everyday life in the city and as site where this city-making is performed. 
In-depth interviews with key political and cultural actors in Trieste’s local 
political and cultural scenes provide me with a unique chance to evaluate 
the choices made and obstructions in the heritagization of  a distinct sense 
of  a Triestine cityness.
 The chapter first maps the emergence of  Trieste’s post-World 
War Two borderland imaginaries. The first section shows how the 
imagination of  Trieste as borderland in crisis found resonance in 
contemporary city branding of  Trieste as city of  ‘grounded’ or ‘actually 
existing’ cosmopolitanism. The second section zooms into the urban 
governance structures in contemporary Trieste, arguing that the image 
of  the ‘entrepreneurial city’ does not only reflect a local governance 
structure, but moreover, is strongly embedded in Trieste’s historical 
urban imaginations. It then discusses two projects of  urban renewal and 
analyzes how, in different manner, the renovation of  the urban heritage 
sites Porto Vecchio (‘The Old Port’, 1971 – present) and the Città Vecchia 
(‘The Old City’, 1990s) restage narratives of  a cosmopolitan past for 
contemporary purposes of  city branding. The fifth section eventually 
discusses a project that offered a public critique on the municipality’s 
projects for a ‘cosmopolitan Renaissance’. It explores how the MetaCarso 
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project (2011-2013) aimed to breach the simplification and seduction 
of  the branding policies and challenged urban narratives of  convivenza. 
Overall, the chapter critically interrogates how Trieste’s city-makers 
cosmopolitanize Trieste’s city image and shows how the heritagization of  
triestinità is a city-making process which embeds a local sense of  Triestine 
cityness to wider dynamics of  experiencing citizenship in a European and 
even global world. 

cosMopolitanizing the Border

My reading of  the heritagization of  triestinità into city branding reflects 
upon a wider scholarly and public tradition in which Trieste is imagined 
to be shaped by its borderland experience, most famously been criticized 
by Angelo Ara and Claudio Magris (1982) and appropriated in a wide 
range of  historical, geographical and literary scholarship.264 This section 
explores the various narratives attached to that borderland imaginary, 
analyzing the historicization and meanings assigned to this borderland 
experience from the end of  World War Two until the 2000s, which 
often find resonance in the contemporary city and tourist branding 
representations that will be discussed later in this chapter. In this section, 
I argue that the starting point for Trieste’s contemporary city branding 
for local city-makers is the marketing of  Trieste as a city of  ‘grounded’ or 
‘actually existing’ cosmopolitanism (Bhabha 1996; Werbner 2006), which 
is an image embedded in the local imagination of  Trieste as border(less) 
city.
 As I already discussed in chapter 1, Trieste’s border imaginaries 
have from the Habsburg era onwards, all throughout the eras of  Fascist 
and Nazi occupation, tended to reflect on the city’s position within wider 
harsh European geopolitics of  the twentieth century. After World War 
Two, these experiences gave rise to an urban imagination of  Trieste as a 
‘city of  nowhere’ -exposing the desire to overcome the identity-making 
processes so present in the region. Imaginaries reflecting on Trieste as 
a border city continued also after that time. A returning narrative in 
Trieste’s border imaginaries is one of  which the city is represented as a 
city of  ‘Freudian duality’. In 1958, four years after the city of  Trieste had 
eventually become part of  the Italian state, Trieste historian of  irredentism 
Carlo Schiffrer ([1958] 1992, 90) reflects on what he calls Trieste’s two 
traditions –patriotic irredentism and cosmopolitan emporium – by 
writing that ‘on the basis of  these two traditions, however, and on the 
basis of  the history of  modern Trieste stands a sort of  Freudian dualism. 
The two strands, the cultural-political and economic one, have intersected 
and come across each other for a long time without having so far arrived 
at a unified synthesis.’265 Schiffrer’s mention of  the Freudian duality of  



163‘Renaissance’ of triestinità

Trieste refers to the presence in the 1870s of  the psychoanalyst Sigmund 
Freud in the ‘cultural, linguistic and political ambiguous city’ (ibid.) of  
Trieste, what has both in scholarly reflection and local realm of  the triestini 
proudly been remembered as having influenced Freud’s development of  
his theory of  psychotherapy.266 

In the contextual situation of  the 1950s, Schiffrer aimed with his 
phrase of  ‘Freudian duality’ to indicate the political and economic power 
constellations Trieste was part of  as being literally on the border between 
various national and imperial power constellations - between local and 
global concerns. After the end of  World War Two, Trieste’s local political 
economy had become subject to international geopolitics of  the time. 
Making the strategic port city part of  the economic recovery plans of  the 
American Marshall project, the region of  Trieste was divided into two 
zones – a British-American one that included the city and a Yugoslav one 
mainly embracing the hinterland. As such, Trieste had to function as a 
‘warm zone’ between the two dividing ideologies of  Europe’s 1940s and 
1950s. In order to avoid social conflicts in the politically divided city, the 
British-American military government invested in the city’s industry to 
guarantee a strong labor market.267 When Trieste’s zone A and its political 
economy was Italianized in 1954, this resulted into industrial crisis. The 
strong dependence of  the city’s economy on state capital and impulse of  
its production was impossible to continue. Moreover, the Italianization 
of  the city also meant that Trieste lost important connections to its 
historical hinterland, which had disastrous consequences: nationalizing 
politics went against the city’s cosmopolitan oriented market economy. 
Thus, Trieste experienced in the 1950s a paradox between the quest for 
a cultural-political nationalized – Italian – destiny on the one hand, and 
for a feasible economy that was dependent upon a transnational and 
transborder hinterland. Trieste’s ‘Freudian duality’ that had already in 
the nineteenth century been identified by Freud as an ambiguous city that 
was characterized by its ‘in-betweenness’ and found resonance throughout 
the twentieth century, referred to a paradoxical duality between political 
destiny and economic development - which were so strongly interrelated, 
yet however, impossible to unite. 

The urban imaginary of  Trieste as borderland is thus also 
strongly embedded in the experience of  Trieste’s position as regional hub 
for dynamics in the wider hinterland. This relation became of  increasing 
significance from the 1970s onwards and was restaged at the end of  the 
Cold War (late 1980s and 1990s). Economically, the wider region provided 
the conditions for the economic growth and regional political importance 
of  the city. The post-Fordist world economy after the 1970s replaced 
mass production by more flexible forms of  production, such as electronic 
technology and professionalized craftsmanship. The increasing focus on 
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personal and business services – the so-called tertiary economy - provided 
new conditions for regional economies such as Trieste’s.268 The crisis 
of  the center-based national economy resulted into new opportunities 
for Trieste’s regional economy - where industry had collapsed yet the 
business services flourished.269 For instance, during the years of  the 
Cold War, Trieste came to function as a commercial hub for a Yugoslav 
market (Rolandi 2015). These historical experiences find resonance in 
contemporary urban imaginaries of  Trieste as the ‘city of  blue jeans,’ 
referring to the historical moments when Yugoslav citizens visited the 
market on the Ponte Rosso during the weekends to buy ‘western’ products 
such as jeans and coffee. Such urban imaginaries last until today and have 
been adopted in the cultural representations of  the city, such as booklets 
and documentaries (Image 3.1 and 3.2).270 

The image of  Trieste as regional hub for the wider hinterland 
was politically appropriated and enforced by European regional politics 
in which the city on the border of  the Iron Curtain was considered a 
strategic cultural and political border zone. Bialasiewicz and Minca have 
for example outlined how Trieste ‘was its border’ during the binary Cold 
war years: 

Represented for many years as a civilizational divide between the 
Communist East and the Free World and an iconic site in the 
early Cold War imaginary of  a Europe split in two, the Italian 
border at Trieste had also come to define the city itself. With the 
delimitation of  the Yugoslav - Italian border, Trieste was formally 
transformed into a `border city’. The border defined all that it 
was, all that it could become. The border became the excuse and 
the explanation for everything, for all the limits and advantages 
of  Trieste’s `special condition’. The border, its procedures, and 
its banal, everyday geographies marked all cultural, political, 
and economic relations in the city. Trieste became one with the 
Cold War border and learned to express itself  almost exclusively 
through that border identity (Bialasiewicz and Minca 2010, 
1085).

Western films released between the 1940s and 1960s situated in a Trieste 
during the polarizations of  the Cold War era, delineate the urban 
imaginary of  a glamourized and Orientalized city of  spies (Pizzi 2019). 
Interestingly, the imagination of  Trieste’s Cold War border experience 
was internalized by Triestine political discourse with the harsh local 
critique following the Treaty of  Osimo in 1975. While the Treaty 
formalized Trieste’s division of  territory (Zone A and B) between Italy 
and Yugoslavia, the rebellion of  triestini against the treaty focused on 
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the proposal’s creation of  a cross-border free-trade zone – an act which 
would neglect Trieste’s complex border realities and the ‘limited nature 
of  “official” representations of  the border’, critics argued (Bialasiewicz 
and Minca 2010, 1099; Cattaruzza 2007, 349; Valdevit 2004, 89-157). 
These critiques not only provoked street protests all throughout the city, 
but also brought electoral success for the new local party Lista per Trieste 
(in regional politics between 1978 until the 1990s), bringing the local 
identity into political focus.271 The political positioning of  the city as 
capital of  the Friuli-Venezia Giulia region (established in 1963) moreover 
provided an impulse to the imagined position of  Trieste as main hub of  
the surrounding hinterland.
  As from the 1990s and early 2000s onwards, the imagination of  
the border was restaged in a new way. With the disappearance of  the Iron 
Curtain in 1990 and access of  Slovenia into the Schengen space in 2007, 
the physical border disappeared, yet the border city Trieste transformed 
into symbol of  a ‘borderless Europe’ (Bialasiewicz and Minca 2010, 
1085). In our interview, the Triestine journalist and writer Paolo Rumiz 
remembered this moment when the EU-Slovenian border disappeared as 
follows: ‘After having worked all my life to trace the border, the border was 
already missing to me. Because that border was the guarantee of  diversity. 
So after that moment [in 2007] I started to be afraid that Slovenians 
and other Slavic people could be no more different [from Italians as EU 
citizens]’ (Rumiz 2017). Here, Rumiz turns the image of  a borderless 
Europe into one of  the identifying narratives of  Trieste. The idea that 
in the new geopolitics of  post-Cold War Europe, Trieste could function 
as a bridge towards the East, was appropriated in EU political projects 
and popular imagination, and thus also by Rumiz. Politically, this image 
was for instance embodied by the establishment of  a new Ionian-Adriatic 
Euroregion in 2006 which was a transregional political body, from time to 
time producing smaller initiatives such as ideas for ‘cooperation between 
Adriatic and Danube’ (EUREGIO 2007).272 And also in local tourist 
policy, Trieste became framed as a borderless city. In 2012, for instance, 
a local marketing office advised Trieste’s municipality not to find markers 
of  Trieste’s border identity, but rather to tell tourists about ‘the integration 
of  peoples and religions […] guided tours aimed at making known the 
places (Catholic church, Greek Orthodox, Serbian Orthodox, synagogue, 
cemeteries), thematic encounters on religions, cultures, exhibitions of  the 
Balkans, testimonies of  war in former Yugoslavia, performances involving 
the Euroregion but especially the Balkans’ (SWG 2012, 19).273

Another example of  how Trieste became imagined as symbol of  
a ‘borderless Europe’ was provided by the awarding of  Trieste novelist 
and intellectual Claudio Magris of  the Erasmus Prize in 2001. The jury 
emphasized this was because the author was particularly able to give 



Image 3.1 – Mirella Boutique, one the rare remaining shopping malls originating from the 1970s and 
which still attracts a mixed Italian, Slovenian, Croatian and Serbian clientele (2019).



Image 3.2 – Interior of Mirella Boutique (2019).
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words to how European and urban diversity influences our perception 
of  identity. The jury wrote that ‘it is also in these border areas, where 
the question of  the relationship to Europe as a multi-cultural community 
will arise most dramatically’ (Stichting Praemium Erasmianum 2001, 49). 
Moreover, stated the jury, ‘the essay crosses borders’ (ibid., 10). The words 
of  this laudation present the local issues of  Trieste as exceeding the region 
and connect the city to specific – wider – European values. The jury refers 
to questions such as how far Europe can reach, while taking regional 
identities into account and trying to prevent exclusion and humiliation. 
It is through these themes that Claudio Magris is known in the European 
public debate, as witnessed by the aforementioned Erasmus Prize and 
Magris’ awarding of  various honorary doctorates. The discussions and 
debates organized with the Italian writer on these occasions indeed 
focused on opportunities and challenges for a heterogeneous European 
society of  the future (Magris and Hendrix 2009; Dupré 2011). They 
confirm the image that exists of  the microcosm Trieste that would reflect 
a more general European cultural or identity crisis. The success of  his 
cultural history Danubio (1986), which is often read as a timeless journey 
through a Europe that no longer exists, as well as the fame of  two of  his 
academic studies Il mito asburgico nella letteratura austriaca moderna ([1963] 
1982) and Trieste: un identità di frontiera (with Angelo Ara, 1982), indeed 
turn Claudio Magris into a famous forerunner of  thinking of  a borderless 
Europe.

Such an imagination of  Trieste in the post-Cold War world 
as symbol for a borderless Europe, is enclosed in two stubborn myths, 
described by Luiza Bialasiewicz (2009) as the myth of  diversity and 
the myth of  an identity in crisis. The former refers to the multicultural 
society of  the city, on the one hand originating from its historical position 
as port city and on the other deriving from Trieste’s cultural border 
position between Italian and Slavic cultures. Annalisa Colombino (2009) 
demonstrated that the myth of  Trieste’s diversity was not an everyday 
multicultural experience but rather a privileged cosmopolitanism from an 
urban elite of  scholars and expats. At the same time, this cultural diversity 
ensured that Trieste was ‘shaped by some of  the most tragic individual 
and collective dramas of  the twentieth century and [...] contradictions 
of  European modernity - from the origin of  nationalisms to the crisis of  
the European subject’. This resulted in the myth of  an identity in crisis, 
concluded geographer Claudio Minca (2009, 257-258). Trieste appeals 
to the imagination of  a European society in crisis. The city appeals 
to historical and contemporary, unanswerable, yet urgent European 
questions such as: how to live ‘united in diversity’? And how to create 
legitimate forms of  governance ‘beyond the nation state’?274
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resonating a haBsBurg past and staging authenticity

The above described mythification of  Trieste’s border identity also 
resonates in current public, political and scholarly nostalgic re-enactments 
of  a Habsburg past. Trieste does not stand alone in such restaging of  
a Habsburg nostalgia.275 Although scholars have recently emphasized 
that the image of  an ideally Habsburg Empire ‘as a mosaic of  mutually 
exclusive ethnic groups increasingly came into question as it became 
apparent that ethnicity was not a relevant category of  identification in 
all situations’ (Stergar 2018, 19), it was precisely the Habsburg nostalgic 
vocation of  local identification that brought the Habsburg empire back 
to contemporary identity politics and public narratives of  identification 
in many Central-European regions.276 This restaging of  the Habsburg 
past does only in part concern issues about the social-cultural possibilities 
offered by the ‘mosaic of  cultures’ that was believed to be the Habsburg 
empire. Rather, I want to argue, the Habsburg restaging in contemporary 
city policies meets a wider tendency in the development of  post-
Fordist cities in that cities have been developed into ultimate places of  
consumption. The urban spaces and experiences as products drawn from 
these urban landscapes have become consuming places (for an argument 
on the city as consuming places, see: Urry 1995; Zukin 1991, 1996). The 
landscape of  Habsburg Trieste became a place of  consumption.

In the case of  Trieste, imperial nostalgia also reflects current 
concerns of  identity and tolerance (Ballinger 2010). Such Habsburg 
re-articulations are invoked by the municipality itself, who considers 
the narrative as a welcoming way of  engaging with contemporary 
social issues. For instance, when I asked Trieste’s Alderman for Culture 
Giorgio Rossi (from 2016) about his policy agenda for the near future, 
he presented an image of  a progressive and tolerant past under Austrian 
empress Maria Theresa and described how she had brought the city not 
only a free trade-zone but also healthcare, schools and jurisdiction (Rossi 
2018). The people lived in tolerance, according to the Alderman - a social 
context that in contemporary Trieste has totally changed, he continued. 
We find this same narrative on the website that was dedicated to the 
celebrations around the 300th anniversary of  the birth of  empress Maria 
Theresa in 2017. It clarifies that empress Maria Theresa is central to 
Trieste’s Habsburg myth:

Hence it was a woman and Sovereign, Maria Theresa, who 
changed Trieste’s destiny, opening it up to the nineteenth century 
and making it the Central European city we know it today, 
enlivened by people from all sides of  the Mediterranean. To 
her we owe the multi-ethnic soul, the commercial and maritime 
vocation, the architectural and urban characteristics and the 
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extraordinary period of  modernization that made it carry out 
reforms in the educational, institutional and financial fields, and 
in state innovations too, such as the establishment of  the cadaster 
and the book registers, or health reforms such as the introduction 
of  vaccinations, after having been affected by smallpox herself. 
(Patrimonio Culturale FVG online, n.d.).277

It would have been the Habsburg empress, so the narrative goes, who 
formed Trieste’s society as it remains today. 2017 was then also a year of  
by the municipality sponsored exhibitions, scholarly conferences, book 
publications and an initiative for a prominent new monument (Klabjan 
2019; Hametz and Klabjan 2018; Edinost 2018; Andreozzi and Mocarelli 
2017; Patrimonio Culturale FVG online, n.d.).

Yet, such nostalgic performances are by Trieste’s city makers 
also instrumentalized for the tourist industry, as triestini ‘have come to 
recognize the Empire as repository of  opportunities in the present and for 
the future’ (Edinost 2018). When in May 2018 for instance, a new cruise 
ship of  the German travel company Tui visited the city, Il Piccolo reported 
about the ‘well-organized’ welcoming ceremony where also the Alderman 
for Culture Maurizio Bucci was present: ‘Trieste passes with flying colors 
the first test of  the important international vector Tui and confirms, for 
the Germans, the traditional Habsburg punctuality’ (Franco 2018, 22).278 
The ‘Habsburg punctuality’ that had, according to the narrative of  Il 
Piccolo, internalized into the character of  the triestini, was now used to 
please the German tourists. Exemplifying is also the central place of  the 
Miramare castle into the local tourist promotion. The Miramare castle 
(Image 3.3), build for emperor Maximilian and his wife Charlotte of  
Belgium and after their death residency of  the Habsburg royal family – 
especially well known as ‘Sissi’s castle’ - has been promoted by the local 
tourist board as the main tourist site of  Trieste. ‘The white fairy-tale 
castle standing sheer above the sea’ (Agenzia TurismoFVG, n.d.) has also 
recently become subject to renewed attention in literary imaginations of  
the city – a topic that is further discussed in the next chapter. Trieste’s 
city marketing plans, have shown that the Miramare castle is part of  the 
municipality’s tourist policy to let tourists experience the sea in a different 
manner than experiencing the sea through bathing (SWG 2012, 17).279

The mythification of  Trieste’s Habsburg border identity finds, 
moreover, resonance in re-enactments of  a local ‘authentic’ experience 
embodied by renewed popularity of  Trieste’s food cultures. For those 
having visited Trieste, the city’s culture of  coffee houses – often staged as 
historical literary cafes – are probably best known as the places ‘in a retro 
style, of  Central European tradition’ (Agenzia TurismoFVG, n.d.) where 
contemporary and historical citizens met each other. Scholars have also 



Image 3.3 – Miramare Castle (2017).
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pointed to the renewed popularity of  ‘typical’ Triestine food culture and 
dishes of  Austrian character, such as the presnitz, gulash or krapfen which have 
become constructions of  longing for a Central European or Habsburg 
past (Ličen 2018; Hametz 2014). Cultural representations have moreover 
rediscovered the osmize on the karst – the inns on the countryside run 
by Slovenian families, which, conventionally restricted by the Habsburg 
authorities for only eight days during the year, serve traditional food and 
wine. Represented as places serving ‘authentic’ food, the osmize seem to 
be experienced as a simultaneously traditional and rediscovered ‘hip’ way 
for young and old city dwellers to meet with friends in a ‘multicultural’ 
and multilingual environment during the weekend. The gastronomic 
experience in the Carso, so the tourist policy plan goes, is a European 
multicultural experience: ‘In Italy you can eat and drink well everywhere, 
in Trieste too and even with an extra possibility: a mix of  tastes between 
the Adriatic, Eastern Europe, Northern Europe and Italy!’ (SWG 2012, 
18).280 The spaces of  the literary cafes in the creation of  a distinct sense of  
Triestine cityness will be discussed in more detail in chapter 7.

For the analysis in this chapter on the heritagization of  triestinità, 
it is important to note that the reference to Trieste’s ‘authentic’ experience 
as reflected by these scholarly and public representations of  local food 
cultures presents a single image of  what the authentic experience in these 
places does: the staged Habsburg experience of  Trieste’s food cultures 
is ‘authentic’, not because these dishes are somehow the original, but 
rather because they are able to create an experience of  origins – a wider 
phenomenon in urban experiences that has extensively been described 
by Sharon Zukin (2010, 3). For local city dwellers as consumers, the 
renewed attention for local dishes ‘brings Trieste closer to Central 
Europe’ and a Central European economy, reflecting ‘modern-day hopes 
for Trieste’s revitalization in the united Central Europe’ as Ličen (2018, 
51) and Hametz (2014, 143) have argued. Simultaneously, for Trieste’s 
visitors, tourists and local travel agencies, the staged ‘authentic food 
culture’ has everything to do with style and the quality of  the tourist 
experience. As Emilio Cocco (2010, 54) already noticed: ‘longing for a 
more international and cosmopolitan past does not necessarily produce 
good tourism strategies.’ Rather, I would conclude, Habsburg nostalgia, 
and the restaging of  this past as experiences of  authenticity – ‘whether 
it’s real or not’, have become a powerful tool of  meaning making (Zukin 
2010, 3), both in terms of  economic goals and regional identity politics.

This section has discussed how the marketed imaginary of  
Trieste as a city of  ‘grounded’ or ‘actually existing’ cosmopolitanism 
is embedded in a local imaginary of  being a border city in crisis. The 
exploration in this section of  the imagination of  Trieste as border city, has 
shown that it is an historically constructed urban imaginary that has been 
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assigned various political meanings and economic values. Having found 
resonance in current public, political and scholarly nostalgic ‘authentic’ 
re-enactments of  a Habsburg past, Trieste’s urban imaginary has in the 
post-Cold War era become a powerful tool for city-making, as will now be 
further explored in the following section.

iMagining the ‘entrepreneurial city’

Before turning to the question of  how the above described urban 
imaginaries are heritagized into local city branding through projects of  
urban renewal, I will shortly map the modes of  urban governance and 
key actors in Trieste responsible for the heritagization of  triestinità into 
a city brand. This model of  urban governance, I argue, is one centered 
around the narrative of  the ‘entrepreneurial city’, which is for Trieste not 
only a governance structure but is simultaneously deeply embedded in 
historical urban imaginations of  Trieste as cosmopolitan city. The urban 
imaginations produced of  Trieste as entrepreneurial city, have a crucial 
function in creating a possibility for successful urban development. David 
Harvey has explained this mechanism as one of  the first:

The production of  an urban image of  this sort also has internal 
political and social consequences. It helps counteract the sense 
of  alienation and anomie that Simmel long ago identified as 
such a problematic feature of  modern city life. It particularly 
does so when an urban terrain is opened for display, fashion 
and the “presentation of  self ” in a surrounding of  spectacle and 
play. If  everyone, from punks and rap artists to the “yuppies” 
and the haute bourgeoisie can participate in the production of  
an urban image through their production of  social space, then 
all can at least feel some sense of  belonging to that place. The 
orchestrated production of  an urban image can, if  successful, 
also help create a sense of  social solidarity, civic pride and loyalty 
to place and even allow the urban image to provide a mental 
refuge in a world that capital treats as more and more placeless. 
Urban entrepreneurialism (as opposed to the much more faceless 
bureaucratic managerialism) here meshes with a search for local 
identity and, as such, opens up a range of  mechanisms for social 
control (Harvey 1989, 14).

Following these insights, more recent scholarship on city marketing has 
shown that ‘the context in which marketing became accessible to city 
administrators was provided by the rise of  the so-called “entrepreneurial 
city”. […]. [T]he marketing of  places has been one of  the defining features 
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of  the entrepreneurial modes of  urban governance that have come to 
prominence since the 1970s’ (Kavaratzis 2004, 59). It transformed more 
traditional urban policies by local governments into practices of  urban 
governance in which cities are run in more businesslike manners. This 
was a ‘response by individual cities to the collapse of  the Fordist social 
democratic arrangements that had facilitated the spread of  managerial 
forms of  governance’ (Griffiths 1998, 41; Harvey 1989). In the case of  
Trieste, the city has claimed a political personality marked by being an 
‘entrepreneurial city’, which is a historical narrative and simultaneously 
opens up to new possibilities of  city-making. 

The contemporary urban governance in Trieste is guided 
by a threefold group of  official and semi-official city-makers: urban 
governmental institutions; an influential private sector; and a network 
of  NGOs and cultural patrons. Main institutional powers in the city are 
the Municipality, the Province and the Friuli-Venezia Giulia Region, but 
also the Chamber of  Commerce and the Port Authority. Developments 
in Trieste’s cultural sector are moreover guided by non-governmental 
organizations such as the local heritage organization Italia Nostra and 
cultural festivals such as Trieste Bookfest – often driven by individual citizens 
who function as cultural patrons for the city’s cultural scene. Historically, 
Trieste has a tradition of  urban development in which the private sector 
has a strong voice in the organization of  the city, next to its urban 
governmental institutions. As also discussed in chapter one, Trieste’s port 
and trade activities determined, decided and financed the city’s social, 
political and cultural development impulses – a phenomenon well-known 
in trade cities. Trieste’s entrepreneurial imagination is thus embedded in 
its history as lively trade city, finding resonance in contemporary urban 
politics. 

The city presents itself  along narratives of  its historical tradition 
of  entrepreneurship, probably most famously represented by the Illy 
coffee family (Spirito 2009). Riccardo Illy for instance, as member of  the 
successful Illy coffee dynasty, is not only an entrepreneur himself  but is 
also an active actor in the image making of  Trieste as entrepreneurial 
city. Riccardo Illy was as member of  a center-left coalition Mayor of  
the city for two terms in the 1990s, followed by the presidency of  the 
region Friuli-Venezia Giulia. He won the mayoral elections in 1993 with 
the appropriate slogan ‘Il sindaco espresso dai cittadini’ (‘The Mayor 
expressed by the citizens’). Illy’s successor Roberto Dipiazza (2001-2011, 
and 2016-present) was a former entrepreneur himself  too. The former 
retail manager, as member of  Berlusconi’s party Forza Italia and later Il 
Popolo della Libertà, led a center-right municipal government.281 One period 
of  center-left governance under Roberto Cosolini (Partito Democratico, 
2011-2016) meant that the city was guided by a manager instead of  
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entrepreneur. From 2016 onwards, Dipiazza returned as Trieste’s Mayor, 
this time in name of  his own party Lista Civica Dipiazza, laying emphasis 
on the ‘civic’ character of  his Trieste governance style.

That Trieste wishes to present itself  along the narrative of  an 
urban governance run in businesslike manner is also reflected by the 
policies of  the city’s cultural Aldermen of  the last years. The position 
of  cultural Alderman moved the last years from visual designer Paolo 
Tassinari (2014-2016) – who dedicated his aldermanship to designing a 
marketing of  Trieste as cultural city within a European context (Tassinari 
2016) – to the seventy-years-old entrepreneur Giorgio Rossi (2016- 
present). Rossi has announced to work towards a business model of  
culture in Trieste. During our interview (Rossi 2018) he even argued that 
in Trieste ‘men of  culture are very egocentric – they don’t do anything, 
they don’t write a book, they don’t make an exhibition…’.282 Public 
narratives of  urban development in the city are often centered around 
successful individual entrepreneurs. Exemplifying is the success story 
of  father and son Delithanassis who are the renters of  the historic Caffè 
San Marco. Their success is often exemplified in the local media and by 
the triestini I spoke to during my fieldwork as the entrepreneurial agency 
that enabled to relaunch Trieste’s ‘Renaissance’. For example, when the 
previous owner of  the cafe passed away, the future of  the historic place 
was widely discussed in the local newspaper Il Piccolo in 2013. Whereas 
the debates called for the municipality to take responsibility for the 
protection of  a unique Triestine urban site, it was, at the end, the large 
capital of  the Assicurazione Generali (General Assurances), who owns the 
building, together with the small capital and inventive ideas of  the family 
Delithanassis which ‘saved’ the Caffè San Marco from closure (Il Piccolo 
2013; Tonero 2013). Owning a small publishing house, father and son 
became the managers of  the decaying literary Caffè San Marco and turned 
it into an impressive entrepreneurial and cultural success, combining the 
atmosphere of  a traditional coffeehouse with a bookshop. The place of  
Caffè San Marco in the urban imaginings of  Trieste will be discussed in 
more detail in chapter six.

This section has shown how the urban imagination of  Trieste as 
entrepreneurial city is part of  the city-making process during the 1990s 
and 2000s. The urban entrepreneurs do not only precondition urban 
developments, but create structures of  a sense of  cityness themselves. 
As such, the urban imagination of  the ‘entrepreneurial city’ opens up a 
sense of  cityness that emphasizes the city-making process as a self-making 
feature. Imagining Trieste as entrepreneurial city is thus a powerful tool 
for Trieste’s city-makers to gain economic and political ownership to their 
city, and meaning while offers the local inhabitants an inclusive urban 
image in which they can participate. Starting from this insight, the analyses 
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that follow will further focus on the redevelopment of  two particular 
urban sites and examine how these function as spaces of  ‘presentation of  
self ’ where various groups can participate in the production of  senses of  
cityness.

‘non se pol’ at the porto vecchio

Entering Trieste by train involves arriving at the headend of  the Italian 
railway – providing the visitor the experience of  arriving at the end of  
Italy. The train station is situated directly next to the Porto Vecchio (‘Old 
Port’), providing a necessary railway connection of  the port goods into 
the Italian mainland. Though the Porto Vecchio is situated at a for 
visitors experienced peripheral place, the heritage space is key to the 
urban imaginings of  the triestini, I show in this section. The nowadays 
mainly abandoned port area is the subject of  probably the longest 
and most debated discussions of  urban renewal in the city of  Trieste, 
which increased during the 1970s. The many years of  political plans to 
relaunch the area of  the Porto Vecchio and its abandoned warehouses, 
offer a unique perspective on the changing visions of  urban heritage 
development in Trieste. Starting from the assumption that the selling of  
a city as a location for activity depends heavily upon the creation of  an 
attractive urban imaginary, since these urban brands produces effects for 
investors and tourists, but also for the inhabitants themselves (Harvey 
1989, 13-14; Vanolo 2017, 11), this section explores these changing 
visions on the Porto Vecchio. It analyzes the heritagization of  this urban 
space, thereby examining the various imaginaries connected to the Porto 
Vecchio that reflect on triestinità as an urban ‘sense of  place’. Eventually, 
the section shows that the carefully constructed urban imaginations of  
the Porto Vecchio as cosmopolitanized everyday free trade zone creates 
obstacles for the renewal of  the Old Port itself. 

The construction of  the Porto Vecchio started in 1868. It was 
designed by architect Paulin Talabot who had won the competition that 
was set by the Austrian emperor Franz Joseph to create a new port for 
the empire.283 The structures of  this port were built according to the 
newest industrial and architectural insights and trends and existed of  
five breakwaters, 3100 meters of  docks and 38 large buildings such as 
hangars and warehouses. It stretched from the Canal Grande with the 
current Ponterosso, to the shores of  Barcola. Situated in between the 
railway station and the old city center, the vivacity in the port area moved 
the daily emphasis of  urban social life from the Città Vecchia – the old 
city center - to the waterfront. The historic facades of  several important 
port institutions such as the Lloyd Triestino, the City Hall, the Associazioni 
Generali (General Assurances) and the Porto Doganale (Port Customs) around 
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the central square that today is called Piazza Unità d’Italia, integrated 
the port heritage into the contemporary urban landscape (Image 3.4).284 
The port stands as a symbol for a flourishing Habsburg past. Indeed, its 
port activities – already before the construction of  the Porto Vecchio - 
are the reason why Trieste could turn into a wealthy city: the Habsburg 
emperor Charles VI (1711-1740) granted Trieste the status of  a free port 
already in 1719. The status was extended to the urban periphery in 1766 
by Empress Maria Theresa (1740-1780), an act that fostered Trieste’s 
economic wealth at least until the Italianization of  the city in 1918, and 
has nowadays found resonance in contemporary urban imaginings, as 
discussed earlier in this chapter. Trieste’s position as free port was re-
introduced with the 1947 Peace Treaty between Italy, the Allies and the 
Associated Powers. Its status as free custom zone lasts until today – as 
being Italian state territory yet extra-territorial and international trade 
space, Trieste’s port functions beyond EU and Italian customs regulations 
(Autorità di Sistema Portuale del Mare Adriatico Orientale 2017).

The dynamics of  the Porto Vecchio from its early establishment 
in the eighteenth century up till the twentieth, have conditioned 
the economic development of  the city. The space only received its 
denomination as ‘Old Port’ after the construction of  the Porto Nuovo 
(‘New Port’) on the eastern waterfront of  the city in the 1920s and 
1930s. Already with the Italianization of  Trieste and consequently its 
port activities in 1918, Trieste’s port economy declined. Especially in the 
1960s and 1970s, under a new economic boom of  this Porto Nuovo, the 
nineteenth century industrial structures lost their function. 

The transfer of  the port activities to the Porto Nuovo, especially 
from 1973 onwards, turned the area of  the Porto Vecchio more and more 
into an abandoned urban space, calling up nostalgic urban imaginaries 
of  ‘revival’ of  the old port (Image 3.5). Since the 1970s, thus already for 
a period of  almost fifty years, more than fifteen plans have already been 
developed to redevelop the urban area – until today without any structural 
success. Interestingly, the very latest plan that has been recently launched 
in the spring of  2018 by Trieste’s Chamber of  Commerce, moved its 
ideas for a Parco del Mare (‘Sea Park’) away from the Porto Vecchio 
area towards the Lanterna on the eastern side of  the city’s waterfront.285 
Three ‘pillars’ of  decision-making are responsible for the many plans for 
redevelopment of  the Porto Vecchio: Trieste’s politicians (Aldermen for 
Culture, Urbanity, and Tourism and the Mayor); cultural patrons and 
NGOs (Antonella Caroli who is the main expert and lobbyist for renewal 
of  the port, currently director of  the Italian heritage organization Italia 
Nostra); and entrepreneurs (in various forms, however in case of  the latest 
plans for the Parco del Mare represented by the Chamber of  Commerce).

The first plans for renovation and valorization of  the Porto 
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Vecchio originate from 1971. Although none of  these projects from 1971 
up to today has been accomplished, they are of  particular interest because 
they all express – though in diverse ways - a philosophy about how to 
intervene in and stage a crucial part of  the urban landscape. In 1971, 
the famous modernist Japanese architect Kenzo Tange designed a series 
of  projects named Linee guida per lo sviluppo dell’area di Trieste (‘Guidelines 
for the development of  the Trieste area’) in which he rethought the 
functioning of  the port. It was a project in line with the worldwide 1970s 
trend in cities that aimed to rebuild their industrial and waterfront land, 
but it has however never been accomplished (see: Caroli 2004, 28). A look 
into the redevelopment plans of  the 1970s and early 1980s shows that 
these all aimed to develop the port area in such a way that it retained its 
trade activities (ibid.).

From the early 1990s onwards, in contrast, the Old Port received 
a more symbolic function. The plans for regeneration of  the port literally 
heritagized the space by according it a museum function. Throughout the 
years, proposals for regeneration of  the Porto Vecchio started to explicitly 
connect the redevelopment of  this area with a revival of  the urban identity 
of  Trieste, and consequently, considered the port as necessary part of  a 
broader urban future. For instance, in 1991 the Polis project was the first 
regeneration project of  the Porto Vecchio that not only rethought the 
function of  the port, but also aimed to ‘heritagize’ the concept of  the porto 
franco (‘free port’) by dedicating it a museum space, which would document 
the city’s maritime history as a free port (ibid., 29-31). The 1997 marketing 
campaign of  the Associazone Trieste Futura (‘Trieste Future Association’) 
even came up with the idea of  an Area dell’Immaginario Scientifico (‘Area 
of  scientific imaginary’) which included a maritime museum, conference 
centers and an aquarium – a project very similar to the later plans for the 
Parco del Mare (Caroli 2004, 32-33; Colombino and Minca 2005, 58-61). 
By doing so, Trieste Futura was the first to valorize the Old Port and its 
Habsburg warehouses for touristic purposes. 

Despite its low level of  activity, the Porto Vecchio became an 
important marker in Trieste’s urban landscape. The association Trieste 
Futura expressed high ambitions in valorizing the city, which were adopted 
by Trieste’s city-makers. ‘Trieste was an old lady at sunset, “a mortified 
city, pessimistic, self-damaged to isolation”,’ the Italian newspaper La 
Repubblica cited in 1997 Trieste’s Mayor Ricardo Illy, who remembered 
the Trieste of  two years earlier (Longo 1997).286 In this same interview, 
Illy remarked that Trieste had changed because of  the dynamics of  
Trieste Futura: 

“No se pol”, you cannot: this was the slogan of  the local 
impotence, produced by objectively unfavorable circumstances, 
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but also by a good dose of  self-pity. Now we turn the page. 
Left and right, long incited by the ideological watershed of  the 
border, return to talk to each other and do not a priori refuse to 
support a project for development of  the city. Srečko Kosovel, 
a Slovene poet, is honored in the city with a monument in the 
Giardino Pubblico. The statue of  Empress Sissi returns to its 
place. The memories of  the city, often opposing and tearful, are 
painstakingly reunited. To the skeptics, Mayor Illy, who has the 
optimism of  the entrepreneur, sends a message: “Sometimes one 
also has to dream” (ibid.).287

The article shows that regeneration of  the Old Port, which was the core 
of  Trieste Futura, gave space to a wider revival of  reflection on the city’s 
ideologically and culturally divided past. Although difficult, the article 
argues, the ‘memories of  the city are reunited’. Overcoming the old 
ideological borders which had divided Trieste, also a Slovenian poet and 
Austrian princess were now included into the staged urban narrative, so 
Trieste’s Mayor presented the new urban heritagization project. 

The aims of  urban heritagization of  the Porto Vecchio were 
without exception twofold: they express a combination of  historical – 
ideological - reflection and economic revival. The above cited interview 
with Mayor Riccardo Illy shows in that sense remarkable similarities with 
an interview in 2018 with Illy’s successor Roberto DiPiazza:

I am convinced [...] that all this turmoil will lead to new jobs 
and a recovery of  the city also from a demographic point of  
view. As in the days of  Maria Theresa of  Austria, even in a more 
contained way, Trieste will attract new inhabitants coming from 
Italy and the world and go beyond the current 208 thousand, 
confirming itself  as a welcoming, cosmopolitan and multicultural 
city (Parmegiani 2018).288

Thus, hopes for urban renewal show on the one hand a by the city’s 
‘multicultural’ and ‘divided’ past inspired rethinking of  the demography 
of  the city. On the other hand, this hope is based on an entrepreneurial 
imaginary that expresses optimism for economic development. In this 
context, the Old Port – as both multicultural and business hub - was 
increasingly presented as the designated place from which to develop a 
new city branding project. 

Despite the physically distanced position of  the port in relation 
to the contemporary city dynamics, the plans for renewal of  the port 
heritage positioned the Porto Vecchio as central to the city’s identity – 
or in the words of  some - ‘brains’ of  the city. Caroli – director of  Italia 



Image 3.4 – Molo San Carlo (today’s Molo Audace), around 1900.
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Nostra Trieste and one of  Trieste’s main experts of  and lobbyists for 
the redevelopment of  the Porto Vecchio - remarked about the port area 
that ‘the city had almost excluded them. The port was seen as a separate 
section of  Trieste. […] But they are the brains of  the city’ (Caroli 2018).289 
In our interview, she continued that 

The Porto Vecchio has been too political. And I realized that here 
[at the port] was the treasure of  this city. Because [in Trieste] 
there was no historical center, even though we have dealt with 
the Citta Vecchia in the historic center. This city had another 
important historical center – an historical port center [un centro 
storico portuale] (ibid.).290

For Caroli, the Old Port embodies the ‘treasure’ (tesoro) of  Trieste. The 
Porto Vecchio is, as Caroli already suggested, a political tool. Being key 
to the urban renewal projects of  that time, the ‘treasure’ was used for 
political gain, as well as for economic profit of  the city. ‘Other than public 
funds, however, the relaunch of  the Porto Vecchio has already attracted 
the attention of  private investors,’ a regional newspaper reported about 
the developments in the Porto Vecchio (Parmegiani 2018).291 On the 
day of  the mayoral elections of  19 June 2016, the editorial comment of  
Trieste’s newspaper Il Piccolo, reminded the readers of  what they called 
a ‘primavera di Trieste’ (‘Trieste spring’) ‘made of  scientific excellence, 
of  tourist vocations, of  a stronger port, of  new economic relations with 
the East and China’ (D’Antona 2016).292 Suggesting (once again) a 
‘revolution’ in the political and touristic economy of  the city, the director 
of  Il Piccolo assigned the Porto Vecchio a crucial role: ‘it will be a point 
of  no return’ (ibid.). ‘The start of  the renovation of  sixty hectares of  city, 
a space of  great urban and architectural value, will be decisive not only 
for the waterfront of  Trieste, but for its very essence.’293 A vote on either 
Dipiazza or Cosolini as mayoral candidates, so the director seemed to 
suggest, should be guided by the question who would be capable to guide 
the city towards that changing future. 294

Despite the high expectations and ambitions, none of  these many 
plans for renewal of  the Porto Vecchio were put into practice. There exist 
several narratives around the reason of  the failures. Some narratives 
emphasize the lack of  knowledge and ignorance of  the historical technical 
structures (as argued by Porto Vecchio expert in: Caroli 2004, 27). Others 
argue that local politicians only care about the Porto Vecchio in times 
of  municipal elections, arguing that the port’s political future has been 
truncated by political intrigue - ignorance and unwillingness - of  the 
contemporary city managers (Greco 2018; Caroli 2018).

Yet, there is another key issue that complicates the heritagization 



Image 3.5 – View on the Porto Vecchio from the Molo Audace (2016).
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of  the Porto Vecchio, as has also been highlighted by Colombino (2007). 
The redevelopment plans show a large paradox between imagination of  
the Old Port on the one hand and use-value in the Port on the other. This 
structural complexity became visible when the city was preparing in 2004 
its candidacy to host the World Expo in 2008 and in which the Porto 
Vecchio played a key role.295 Initiated by Trieste Futura, Trieste’s city 
council decided to candidate their city for the World Expo bid in 2008. 
This city branding campaign, I will further show, offers an insightful 
source for analyzing the imaginaries around the Porto Vecchio.

The urban imaginaries of  the Porto Vecchio presented by the 
Expo campaign were embedded in a broader city campaign in which 
Trieste was branded as Italian candidate under the title ‘The Mobility of  
Knowledge’.296 Trieste was here presented as ‘multicultural’ city with a 
‘Mitteleuropean Habsburg’ past. Colombino showed that the first three 
years of  the bidding process emphasized the glorious Habsburg past that 
would have provided the ‘capacity of  integrating different ethnicities and 
cultures’ (TEC 2002, cited in: Colombino 2007, 161). She also showed 
how during the last year of  the bidding process, this conceptualization of  
multiculturalism changed towards an understanding of  a ‘multiculturalism 
of  the elites’ that was connected to its international scene of  Trieste 
as a ‘city of  science’. This change was motivated by the findings of  
the Expo marketing team that the triestini did not connect Trieste’s 
multicultural image with the city’s Habsburg past. Yet, both imaginaries 
of  a multicultural city - the historical Habsburg multiculturalism and 
a multiculturalism of  its scientific elite – served, so Colombino (2009) 
argued, to emphasize the city’s ‘recovered geo-strategic position’ in the 
context of  the EU enlargements of  that time.

By choosing “the mobility of  knowledge” as the title for Trieste’s 
contemporary identity, the marketers attempted to position their 
city within the temporal boundaries of  Post-Fordism. That is, an 
era of  Capitalism when many cities’ and countries’ economic 
base is regarded to rely largely on the production of  services 
and knowledge. […] This image was […] imbued with a sense 
of  time envisaged as a linear path that would drive the Italian 
city to flourish economically and socially in the years to come 
(Colombino 2007, 223). 

In sum, the Trieste Expo Committee and the Italian Ministry of  Foreign 
Affairs presented the Expo ‘as an opportunity and focal point for 
development and growth’ of  the city in the wider geopolitical European 
circumstances.297 The Porto Vecchio would become the main location for 
the Expo, literally the place where the mobility of  knowledge should take 
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place. Since it was abandoned for years, it was practically available, so 
was argued. Moreover, there was a symbolic argument which emphasized 
the crucial role of  the port in the history of  the city (ibid., 189-190). 

Indeed, the Porto Vecchio is often represented as a space of  
urban heritage where the material presence of  the warehouses calls to 
mind a flourishing past.298 The materiality of  the buildings themselves 
makes that past directly visible. For this reason, from the 1980s on, most 
buildings at the port area have been protected by the Italian Sovrintendenza 
ai Beni Culturali (Department of  the Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali) 
(Caroli 2004, 56 – 58).299 It is here, in city branding campaign of  the Expo 
that the Porto Vecchio becomes explicitly presented as a heritage space 
that should not only be protected by city makers, but attributes an agency 
itself. 
 The affective role of  the industrial heritage of  the Porto Vecchio 
area can best be illustrated by a quote from one of  the officers that 
prepared the Expo bid:

Trieste chose the Old Port as the site [for the 2008 Expo] because 
it’s a magnificent place, and also because it is a very important 
area for us… for Triestines… […]. Trieste developed as a rich 
cosmopolitan city thanks to the Old Port, to its status as a free 
port that attracted merchants from all over the world […]. Inside 
the port you can ‘breath’ [respirare] the history of  Trieste’s birth… 
If  you walk inside it you can really perceive… and understand… how 
our city developed as one of  the main cities of  the Habsburg 
Empire. By visiting the warehouses… you can [imagine] that once 
these buildings were full of  goods from all over the world […]. 
[The Old Port] is very evocative in its present state, because yes, it is 
in [a state of] disuse, in a state of  decay, but it possesses this appeal 
of  history which is immediately perceivable. […] [I]t is something 
absolutely emotionally important to experience and to look at (italics 
added) (TEC’s officer, cited in: Colombino 2007, 210).

The port as described in the experience of  the officer becomes an affective 
historical actor itself. By walking through the urban port landscape that 
is the abandoned heritage site, one can create imaginations of  how the 
past has been and feel effect of  the current state of  decay. The officer’s 
reflections suggest a material condition that evokes sentiments of  
belonging as well as an urge for revival of  this key space of  the urban 
experience. ‘It was the belief  that the port area was inhabited by a past 
that deserved to be protected in the present for the future, and that was 
“contained” in the Old Port, that fostered Trieste’s marketers’ belief  that 
the experience of  the port area was “emotionally intense”,’ Colombino 
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(2007, 213) argued.300 The affective experience evoked by the industrial 
heritage served as necessary catalyst for a wider revival of  the city. The 
Porto Vecchio was a place that was ‘handed down on the city from the 
past’, an ‘irreplaceable resource’ for collective identity and self-respect 
(Lowenthal 2005, 81). And this historical experience was conditioned by 
its status as free port, so the officer cited above emphasized. The Porto 
Vecchio thus turned into an imaginative cityscape: the warehouses evoke 
experiences of  the past and a sense of  cityness as they function as spaces 
of  creation (of  urban imaginations, senses of  belonging, and emotions).

The Expo marketers had based their campaign on the status of  
the Porto Vecchio as free port. This status as free port, however, became 
one of  the main obstructions in the implementation of  the redevelopment 
plans. Whereas it served as powerful imaginary force in the restaging 
of  Trieste’s Porto Vecchio, it meanwhile provided the place with an 
uncertain legal status about the regulations on the free zone of  the port. 
Being a free zone since the earlier mentioned Peace Treaty of  1947, the 
municipality of  Trieste itself  did not have actual authority in the port 
area. Legal authority for the port space was assigned to a complex system 
of  stakeholders, which did not fall under responsibility of  the city council. 
Changing the regulations of  the Peace Treaty was an almost unresolvable 
problem, since the responsible states that had once composed the treaty, 
such as the USSR, Czechoslovakia, and the Republic of  Yugoslavia, did 
not anymore exist (Colombino 2007, 213-322). In case of  the feasibility 
of  the Expo, the Expo jury was not sure whether the area of  the Old Port 
was effectively available for hosting the Expo. In 2004, the Expo 2008 
title was assigned to the Spanish Zaragoza. Hence, the past restrained the 
city-making process, rather than enabling it in the present.
 This section has shown how with the decline of  Trieste’s port 
activities, the Porto Vecchio became from the 1970s onwards increasingly 
focal point of  plans for urban renewal and heritagization. Although the 
initial aim was to provide an impulse in the port’s trade activities, the 
revival plans soon assigned the Porto Vecchio a strong symbolic function. 
The port as site of  urban heritage touched upon several key elements of  
what Trieste’s city-makers experienced as Trieste’s sense of  cityness: The 
Porto Vecchio was mainly restaged along urban imaginaries of  its status 
as porto franco – a free trade zone - and along nostalgic urban imaginings 
of  a flourishing Habsburg past, the latter enclosed in the port’s material 
heritage structures themselves. These imageries turned the Porto Vecchio 
into key space that would guide the rest of  the city towards future progress, 
so was hoped for. 

Such image marketing, the analysis eventually highlighted, 
simplifies the urban imaginations that mark the city’s historical 
narratives. The Expo campaign for redevelopment of  the Porto Vecchio 



186 Rediscovering Cityness

revealed some key issues in the heritagization of  triestinità. First, the city’s 
multicultural identity, so was discovered by the campaign team, was not 
experienced by the triestini as ‘their’ heritage. Destroying its own urban 
myth of  the Habsburg roots of  the city, this multiculturalism was by 
Trieste’s inhabitants rather perceived as a multiculturalism of  the elites, 
enclosed in Trieste’s scientific activities. Second, the urban imagination 
of  the city’s status as free port, turned out to be a practical legal obstacle 
in heritagizing the area of  the Porto Vecchio. The case of  the restaging 
of  the Porto Vecchio thus shows how Trieste’s complex sense of  urban 
place and city marketing clash and work against each other. In order to 
explore this tension within the heritagization process further, the following 
sections will investigate how Trieste’s image marketing was based on the 
art of  simplification and seduction. It will first discuss one of  the first 
urban renewal projects in Trieste - the Città Vecchia – and explore how 
this project applied the art of  simplification and seduction to brand the 
neighborhood as a key place of  Trieste’s convivenza.

re-enacting convivenza in the città vecchia

Trieste’s Città Vecchia – the old city center neighborhood – is presented 
to visitors as atypical from other Italian old city centers. The online 
tourist platform DiscoverTrieste of  the Municipality emphasizes that 
Trieste never had remains of  the Renaissance or Barocco, as other old 
Italian cities have.301 Instead, DiscoverTrieste describes the city’s Città 
Vecchia by its medieval quarter. This neighborhood served as a little 
mercantile universe, it is presented, which was in ‘dialogue with the 
modern city’ aimed by the Habsburg Empire (DiscoverTrieste Online, 
n.d.c). Therefore, DiscoverTrieste highlights, the contemporary visitor to 
the Città Vecchia will encounter remains of  the Roman and Medieval 
past, but also neoclassicist architecture from the eighteenth century and 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century buildings in liberty style.302 That 
the particularity of  the neighborhood speaks to the imagination of  many 
visitors, is exemplified by the fact that the narrow streets are described in 
the works of  Trieste’s writers like Umberto Saba and Italo Svevo, but also 
by the famous Yugoslav author Ivo Andric (DiscoverTrieste Online, n.d.c). 
Città Vecchia stretches in a network of  narrow streets from the San Giusto 
hill down towards Piazza Hortis and exists of  three smaller quarters: San 
Giusto, the old Jewish ghetto and Cavana. Indeed described by Svevo 
and Saba in terms of  the neighborhood’s small, dark and crowded streets, 
the contemporary visitor will find streets and squares filled with hip bars, 
restaurants, crowds of  youth during the weekends and specialty beer 
shops.303

 This section traces this change in and the heritagization of  the 
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Città Vecchia during the 1990s (Image 3.6). It examines the restaging 
and negotiation of  triestinità as an urban sense of  place in this process of  
heritagization. In other words, I am thus particularly interested in how 
this local project of  urban renewal staged Trieste older urban imaginaries 
into a city brand. The analysis starts from the same assumption as the 
previous analysis on the Porto Vecchio: namely, that the selling of  a city as 
a location for activity depends heavily upon the creation of  an attractive 
urban imaginary, since these urban brands produces effects for investors 
and tourists, but also for the inhabitants themselves (Harvey 1989, 13-
14; Vanolo 2017, 11). Analyzing the heritagization of  the Città Vecchia 
shows that this process produced urban imaginaries based on material 
remains of  the local past, and simultaneously restaged Trieste’s historical 
border imaginary along the re-enactment of  branding Trieste as city of  a 
‘grounded’ everyday practice of  convivenza (‘cohabitation’ or ‘coexistence’). 
I argue that the forceful restaging of  these urban imaginaries is the reason 
why the ‘Città Vecchia’ is generally considered as one of  the first successful 
heritagization projects of  contemporary Trieste. 

The quarters containing the neighborhood of  the Città Vecchia 
formed one of  the central places of  urban social life in 1990s Trieste. At 
the same time, they formed also the area of  highest spatial and social decay 
in the city. The neighborhood was inhabited by a relatively old, poor and 
new migrant population, according to a 1997 report of  the municipality 
(Comune di Trieste 1997, cited in: Colombino and Minca 2005, 44-45). 
Trieste’s city administration had initiated a ‘Programma Urban’ (‘urban 
program’) in 1996, aiming social regeneration of  Trieste’s central yet social-
economic underdeveloped neighborhood. This initiative formed part of  a 
wider European and global trend in which urban neighborhoods in decay 
became subject to projects of  urban renewal and gentrification (Zukin 
2010). Indeed, the Programma Urban was part of  the EU’s largest urban 
redevelopment programme which enacted in a wide number of  cities. 
Main aims were improvement of  the spatial and social infrastructure: 
cleaning of  the buildings and public space; establishment of  social and 
health services; a plan for safeguarding historical and archeological 
heritage; as well as promotion of  new commercial and labor practices 
- especially aimed to attract private labor workers and non-profit and 
cultural organizations (Colombino and Minca 2005, 45-46). Several 
initiatives were created to establish these goals, among which a social 
center intended to function as social forum (a project never established); 
an antiviolence center for women; the establishment of  student houses 
intended to introduce a younger generation into the neighborhood; and 
a multi-ethnic center where triestini and foreign migrants could encounter 
and exchange cultural experiences. The initiatives should make the Città 
Vecchia ‘revive’ and would consequently lead to a more socialized and 



Image 3.6 – Città Vecchia, old and renovated buildings (2019).
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safer neighborhood, was the hope of  the city council (Comune di Trieste 
1997, cited in: Colombino and Minca 2005, 51-53).

Image marketing was a crucial part of  the project. The framing 
of  a historical image of  the neighborhood and in particular the 
neighborhood’s historical heritage remains received particular attention. 
For example, the project was named Progetto Tergeste, along the Roman 
origins of  the quarters and referring to the ancient Illyrian name of  the 
city. Initially, the archeological excavations to the neighborhoods’ Roman 
past served to literally ‘clean’ the streets and environment of  the historical 
center. Eventually, the excavations revealed much more ancient remains 
than foreseen. Re restaged Arco di Riccardo at the Piazza Barbacan, 
part of  a larger construction discovered of  an ancient Roman house, is 
probably the best known.

As Colombino and Minca (2005, 55-6) argued, the excavations 
and heritagization of  the quarter’s Roman remains turned unforeseen 
out to be that successful, that this Roman heritage became to function 
as a solid reconstruction of  the Città Vecchia’s historical memory. The 
archeological Roman material heritage of  the neighborhood was thus 
actively preserved in two ways. First, materially – through exhibiting 
the archeological remains in the public space, and second, as an urban 
imaginary of  the neighborhood. This Roman past of  the Città Vecchia 
became the core to the tourist imaginings projected upon this Triestine 
quarter too. The tourist map offered by the local tourist agency as part 
of  the ‘We are inTRIESTEing’ campaign indeed suggests in particular 
Roman ‘points of  interest’ when visiting the Città Vecchia as a tourist 
(Mappa Trieste e Provincia Online, n.d.).

Although the restaging of  the neighborhood’s Roman past was 
an unforeseen success, the other planned projects for social revival of  the 
area were delayed. The delay forced Trieste’s municipality in 2002 to 
lose in extension of  its previous European funding. Yet, since the project 
had in the meantime attracted the attention of  the Italian Ministry of  
Infrastructure and the non-governmental Italian heritage organization 
Italia Nostra, the Progetto Tergeste managed to make a restart with help 
of  financial support of  these two partners and the municipality itself  
(Caroli 2018).

The neighborhood changed. Gentrified urban places, where 
students and artists praise the working-class bars and handicraft shops, 
are often slowly overwhelmed with boutiques, cafes, luxury shops and 
fancy restaurants.304 The Città Vecchia too started to give space to bars 
and aperitivo places appealing to an ‘authentic’ Triestine experience of  
mixed Italian-Austrian cuisine, attracting a hip and young audience. 
Colombino and Minca (2005) demonstrated in their analysis of  the 
Progetto Tergeste, that the neighborhood was restored from its poverty 
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and social degradation. In contrast to the global gentrified neighborhood, 
the Città Vecchia did, however, not only become a neighborhood full of  
luxury shops and fancy restaurants, neither did the old inhabitants leave 
the neighborhood. Colombino and Minca (ibid., 47) showed in contrast 
that the renewal of  the Città Vecchia did not result into expelling the 
poorer classes from the city center, as has often been the result in many 
gentrification processes worldwide. Rather, the transformation of  Città 
Vecchia into a vivid urban quarter integrated a diverse social population, 
especially diverse in terms of  inclusion of  various generations. 

As intended by the municipality, the Città Vecchia became 
increasingly imagined as a place of  urban convivenza – everyday 
cohabitation. This imagination was, indeed, in first instance based on 
an everyday practice of  urban cohabitation established by the social 
institutions that were part of  the initial design of  the Progetto Tergeste. 
What is more, the imagination that the Città Vecchia was a place of  
convivenza, was embedded in the broader image of  the site as a gentrified 
neighborhood, as a sort self-fulfilling prophecy. The renewal of  the 
Città Vecchia can be considered as exemplifying for how scholars have 
described the mechanisms of  branding cities: branding policies in general 
focus on immaterial aspects of  the city, addressing only indirectly and 
marginally the hard facts of  the challenges of  contemporary urban life 
and the related issues in urban planning (Vanolo 2017, 11). Colombino 
and Minca (2005, 70), for instance, in their study on the Progetto Tergeste, 
explained the success of  the project from the perspective that it had found 
inspiration 

in a vision, even if  perhaps at times utopian and excessively 
optimistic, of  a society capable of  managing its own conflicts, a 
vision that could have been/would have been taken shape under 
the pressure of  the program of  reconstruction of  the social space 
of  Città Vecchia.305 

The gentrification process in Città Vecchia was thus not only a social 
reality, but served a more idealistic political purpose. Core to its success 
is the vivid imagination of  the area as an urban site ‘virtually without 
tensions and conflicts’: 

Although animated by a sometimes idealistic rhetoric, which 
described the integration of  extremely different social groups 
(youngsters, elderly, addicted persons and migrants) not only 
as possible but also as a process virtually without tensions or 
conflicts, it was nevertheless representing a real experiment in 
social gentrification (ibid., 57).306 
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Not the question if the neighborhood had turned into an everyday social 
reality of  convivenza and social integration counted for the evaluation of  
the Progetto Tergeste. Rather it was the vivid imaginary of  the Città 
Vecchia as urban place of  convivenza that started to ‘have a life of  its own’ 
and fed as such the city branding of  Trieste as ‘grounded’ cosmopolitan 
city.
 This discussion of  the heritagization process of  the Città Vecchia 
by Trieste’s municipality in the 1990s shows the key role of  cultivating 
historical narratives of  the urban past for the perception that determines 
the success of  the urban renewal project. The staging of  the neighborhood 
as a site of  diverse heritage from various historical eras, and in particular 
showing the city’s Roman traces, conditions the Città Vecchia’s new 
image as tourist destination and gentrified hip neighborhood. The 
historical narratives around Trieste’s diverse past and populations - 
turning the Città Vecchia into a ‘grounded’ cosmopolitan place of  
triestinità - is thus cultivated here within a new contemporary context of  
global processes of  gentrification. Although the gentrification project of  
the Città Vecchia offers an example of  how simplified image marketing 
finds wide resonance, Trieste’s heritagization policies also show attempts 
to heritagize triestinità as a discourse that in itself  represents a complex 
sense of  place. The following section will therefore focus on a project 
that takes the historical and difficult dynamics of  triestinità as its starting 
point, exploring the cultural mechanisms underlying the meaning making 
process of  such a discourse of  complexity.

Metacarso

So far, we have been reflected in each other, Italians and Slovenians, and it was 
important to do so, now we are in need of  an external gaze – see here the hypothesis 

of  MetaCarso – we need someone from outside to help us explore with a different gaze 
the place in which we live.

Mauro Covacich (2013b, 2).307

‘Here’s MetaCarso, I said to myself. And still, Trieste is so in need of  a 
bridge. Maybe the next person who’ll design a bridge will manage to 
bring us further’ (Covacich 2013c).308 With these words, Mauro Covacich 
dramatically finished his open letter to Mayor Cosolini of  February 17, 
2013. Walking along the Ponterosso and observing the work in progress 
on the new and highly debated foot bridge Ponte Curto over the canal, 
Covacich decided to end his efforts for his MetaCarso project which he 
had initiated several years before. If  not the new polemic Ponte Curto over 
the Ponterosso, MetaCarso had become at that point one of  the most 
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notable public projects in the city engaging with Trieste’s urban cultural 
narratives. With the newly elected Mayor Roberto Cosolini (Partito 
Democratico) Covacich discussed in the summer of  2011 the possibilities to 
develop a new cultural project for the city. The Triestine author designed 
a cultural project that aimed simultaneously to ‘revive’ and critically 
reflect upon the marketing of  Trieste’s cultural identity. MetaCarso was 
a highly ambitious project in its aim to provide cultural self-reflection for 
Trieste. One and half  years after the first talks between Covacich and 
Cosolini, however, the project ended in a public fight between the two in 
Trieste’s main newspaper Il Piccolo, resulting an anticlimactic death of  the 
MetaCarso project. Although never implemented, this cultural project 
offers a unique critique onto the experiences of  Trieste’s heritagized 
urban identity and the ways in which Trieste’s city-makers have marketed 
Trieste as cosmopolitan city brand. The MetaCarso project, this section 
will show, was an attempt to heritagize the complexity of  triestinità as a 
narrative expressing the city’s complex sense of  place.
 This section discusses how this narrative of  self-reflection was 
cultivated by one of  Trieste’s autobiographic ‘urban writers’ and describes 
the author’s struggle with the municipality to implement the ideas he 
designed. The self-reflective efforts of  the project were established by 
its thematic focus, I will show: Trieste’s citizens were invited to look out 
into the world beyond their Carso plateau and, it addressed the negative 
and difficult narratives of  Trieste’s past too. Chapter 1 has shown that 
the Karst plateau was indeed a symbolic place for the definition of  a 
distinct sense of  Triestine cityness. The city-karst relation was inherent to 
the urban narrative of  Trieste as a site of  encounter between the Slavic 
and Italian cultures, and it provided intrinsic meaning to the modernist 
experience of  the Triestine writers in the early twentieth century city. The 
MetaCarso critically interrogated the urban narratives of  the karst and 
by so doing, forced to question the experiential memories and perceptions 
of  Trieste as ‘cosmopolitan’ city marked by convivenza. This section will 
moreover show how the critical reflection of  MetaCarso was enabled 
by the medium of  representation – being both a cultural policy and 
literary project. The project, I argue, critically reflected upon Trieste’s 
cosmopolitanism as a marketed urban imagination, and puts into question 
the ‘grounded’ cosmopolitan experience that serve as core to other urban 
policies of  heritagization and city branding in Trieste.
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a literary oBservatory 
‘I would like to create in Trieste a permanent observatory on cultures 
which is called MetaCarso,’ were the words of  the author Mauro Covacich 
(Mezzena Lona 2012).309 Direct occasion for the author to initiate the 
project in 2011 was the upcoming centenary of  the Great War. The name 
MetaCarso referred by its name to

a move beyond the old positions and discussions that have 
characterized them [the cultures in Trieste]. Blood, roots, 
language, border identity are concepts of  which we [Triestines] 
have said everything possible. If  we insist on this, we risk again 
to talk to ourselves. We need to go “beyond the Karst” (ibid.).310

Going beyond (oltre) the Carso thus had the aim to reach self-reflection in a 
city where issues of  blood, roots, language and border identity have always 
been key to debates on urbanity, Covavich explained. As mentioned above, 
the author considered the project as a collaborative with the municipality 
of  Trieste and had several meetings with the Mayor and the Alderman for 
Culture.311 In the meantime the author wrote a project proposal, a program 
for one summer – with the intention to turn it into a yearly festival. He 
invited a great number of  international authors, artists and thinkers. The 
program existed of  a cultural repertoire of  lectures, discussion, music 
and theatre with renowned international authors, scientists and artists, 
also setting up an artist in residence program. The program was filled 
by contemporary global authors, artists, and some Nobel prize winners, 
such as the south-African writer John Maxwell Coetzee, the Turkish 
writer Orhan Pamuk, Israelian writer Abraham Yehoshua, south-African 
artist William Kentridge, Dutch journalist and writer Frank Westerman, 
German film maker Edgar Reitz, and many others (Covacich 2012; 
2013b, 6-9). The invitees were described by Covacich in terms of  
‘migrant artists’, concerned with ‘the Other’, or with histories of  division 
and apartheid. Their presence in Trieste would become an ‘implicit 
testimony’ to issues of  cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism, according 
to the ideas of  Covacich (2013a): cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism 
would be performed and practiced, rather than discussed. Due to a public 
polemic between Covacich and Cosolini in 2013, as will be discussed later 
in this chapter, the project was, however, never put into practice.
 Before I explore MetaCarso in depth, it is important to understand 
more of  the author who designed the project, since, I believe, the literary 
work of  the author highly affects the way to read his MetaCarso project. 
Mauro Covacich (1965) was born and raised in Trieste, where he 
graduated in philosophy with a thesis about Gilles Deleuze. He lived and 
worked for many years in Pordenone as a school teacher before he moved 
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to Rome, where he lives and writes. His oeuvre exists of  novels, theater 
plays, columns for Il Piccolo and Corriere della Sera and literary essays, most 
of  them dealing with the theme of  the human body and psyche.312 In 
relation to Trieste, Covacich is especially well-known for the literary city 
guide Trieste Sottosopra. Quindici Passeggiate nella Città del Vento (‘Trieste upside 
down. Fifteen walks in the City of  the Wind,’ 2006) which became a local 
and national publication success. Published in the Laterza Contromano 
series, this topographic self-portrait of  the city is typical for the literary 
style which characterizes Trieste – a theme I have discussed extensively in 
chapter 1. Covacich’s literary work is by critics characterized as exploring 
self-reflection in the contemporary and postmodern context, especially 
using metafiction, autofiction and autobiography as reflexive devices 
(Santi 2014, 2015). His work is considered as example of  a new trend 
in Italian contemporary fiction that searches for new forms of  narrative 
consistency (Savettieri 2013).313 The author uses various expressive styles 
to create such self-reflection: in Trieste Sottosopra the author explored these 
devices in the form of  a literary city guide, and in his pentalogy Ciclo delle 
stelle (2003-2011) the author explored these with help of  a composition 
of  four books and a video performance. Mara Santi (2015, 434) has 
argued that the way Covacich merges reality and fiction creates moral 
consequences. His literary engagement does not only create a ‘fictional 
character with a complicated relationship to the authorial self ’, but such 
storytelling also creates an ideological correspondence between the writer 
and the first-person character. 
 Auto-fictional storytelling (the literary term used for fictionalized 
autobiography) through self-reflection is for Covacich a cultural 
mechanism to examine the complex crises of  our contemporary society. 
In that sense, Covacich shows similarities with New Italian Epic (NIE), 
the movement that observes a ‘”need for reality” in Italian literature and 
society’ (Santi 2015, 436-437). Santi (ibid.) indeed remarks in Covacich’s 
work a similar longing for a realist storytelling that will receive meaning 
by the mechanisms of  mythic meaning-making. After the publication 
of  Covacich’s most recent novel, La città interiore (‘The interior city’, 
2017b) - of  which the title explicitly refers to Trieste’s literary tradition 
of  autobiographic literature that internalizes the author into the city – 
the author reflected on the myth-making at stake in Trieste, internalizing 
himself  in this tradition. Covacich (2017a) mentioned that ‘it is right to 
put my identity in line with the identity of  the city. I build the heritage 
of  the Italian culture in Trieste. I feel myself  as a sort of  the last author 
of  this line – that finishes with me, or after me. I am one of  this kind 
of  literary line, that came from Italo Svevo and so on.’ At the same 
time, by ascertaining this Triestine literary myth, Covacich represents 
a reality of  Trieste’s mythicized society and demonstrates this reality in 



195‘Renaissance’ of triestinità

all its complexity without any attempts to consolatory mediation (Milani 
and Dobran 2010, 386). In this chapter, I understand the MetaCarso 
project in context of  the author’s literary oeuvre in which he ‘grounds 
his assumption of  collective responsibility’ in the world in which he lives 
‘on the exemplarity of  his own real and fictional characters’ (Santi 2015, 
437).

reading Metacarso

I thus propose to ‘read’ MetaCarso as a similar practice of  auto-
fictional storytelling that attempts to function as mythic meaning-
making. MetaCarso reflects upon several thematic narratives of  triestinità, 
representing Trieste as a ‘cosmopolitan city’: experiences of  diversity, 
melting pot of  cultures, and tolerance. The MetaCarso project maps 
the various elements that together constitute a historical experience of  
triestinità. In so doing, the project critically questions how this identity is 
constructed. 
 MetaCarso approaches Trieste as a ‘casa delle differenze’ (house 
of  differences) and ‘crogiolo di razze’ (melting pot of  races), consisting 
of  a dialectic between city and Carso. ‘Trieste and the Karst are two 
inseparable entities, a dialectic of  opposites that adds to the Habsburg 
heritage of  our city those things most painful and controversial of  the 
twentieth century’ (Covacich 2013b, 2).314 Covacich does not define 
what this ‘Habsburg heritage’ consists of, yet he suggests an opposition 
between the Habsburg nineteenth century and the twentieth century that 
was ‘more painful and controversial’. Trieste consists of  the ‘corpo del 
ventesimo secolo’ (body of  the twentieth century), a body of  people still 
alive and taking all these histories of  the twentieth century with it, listed 
by Covacich as follows: irredentism; annexation of  Italy; declaration of  
the racial laws; Italianization of  the Slovene people; the foibe under Tito; 
the Risiera San Sabba; the exodus of  the Istrian people; the American 
protectorate; the Treaty of  Osimo, the division of  Zone A and B; and the 
struggle for bilingualism (Covacich 2013b, 2). In this political historical 
context, theater makers, politicians and poets, Covacich continues, have 
worked and reflected upon the issue of  identity – Italians in Italian, 
Slovenes in Slovene (ibid.). Covacich thus seems to suggest that the 
identification process of  the triestini is one of  auto-image (identification 
through self-imagination) and hetero-image (identification based on 
imagining the other). ‘The portrait that we have realized so far risks to 
restore only in part the spirit of  the place,’ Covacich then explains the 
motivation for his MetaCarso project.315 Going ‘oltre il Carso’ (beyond 
the Carso), is what the idea of  MetaCarso stands for.316 The author creates 
an image of  the Carso in which the history of  the city is enclosed into the 
landscape:
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We must try to overcome the Karst understood as a mental 
barrier, place of  conflict, wound of  the twentieth century, 
inexhaustible mine of  resentment, we need to go beyond the 
Karst understood as a burden of  the history of  the local people. 
This metaphorical range must be overcome because Trieste is in 
need of  a new portrait, something that transforms wounds into 
precious gems. Hence the name of  the manifestation: from the 
will of  this transformation, of  this overcoming (ibid., 3).317

That what should be overcome and transformed, is not only the afore 
mentioned controversial history of  the twentieth century, but consequently 
also the way how Trieste’s citizens have constructed their identities.
 The text of  the project proposal remarks that in order to avoid 
that Trieste will turn into a ‘theme park of  the past’, 

we need to renew the portrait. We must make a next step, always, 
of  course, treasuring the tradition that characterizes the city as 
a “melting pot of  races”. So far we have been reflected in each 
other, Italians and Slovenians, and it was important to do so, now 
we are in need of  an external gaze – see here the hypothesis of  
MetaCarso – we need someone from outside to help us explore 
with a different gaze the place in which we live.
[…]
The idea behind MetaCarso is to propose Trieste as the “House 
of  Differences”, a city that can regain a central role in the reborn 
Central Europe, but that above all speaks to the world with the 
same language as Jerusalem, Johannesburg, Mumbai, Istanbul, 
Belfast, places that symbolize conflict and at the same time pilot 
projects for coexistence (ibid., 2, 3).318

Returning to a Mitteleuropa from the past, an era that provided the city its 
‘melting pot of  races’, is the goal of  the MetaCarso. However, the aim is 
to do this in a reflective way. Not as a city in which the citizens identify 
along local typical categories of  Italianness or Slovenianness, but with 
help of  an ‘external gaze’, from similar cities that knew how to transform 
the hate into a form of  convivenza, yet not through the nostalgic Habsburg 
experience. Longing for the Habsburg myth of  convivenza is not enough, 
according to Covacich: Trieste should approach its diversity from a wider 
global experience similar to other cities of  conflict, in order to explore how 
convivenza really functions in everyday urban life. Covacich formulates the 
need for another portrait of  the triestini, but this time no self-portrait. The 
author makes a call for formulating a meta-image (identification through 
how a subject thinks it is perceived by others) of  Trieste.
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Forming a new portrait, without forming a self-portrait, but with 
help of  foreign eyes from beyond the Carso would thus help the triestini 
to face the meaning of  their ‘cosmopolitan’ tradition. The subtitle of  
MetaCarso – Arti, Culture, Diritti (arts, cultures, rights) – referred to that 
intention to make MetaCarso an ‘observatory on the arts, cultures and 
rights’ during the summer. As mentioned, international authors, artists, 
and Nobel Prize winners would help to create such an observatory. From 
a distance, Covacich believed, it is easier to see things clearly – Trieste 
does not need ‘magic formulae, but a bit of  extra oxygen’ (Mezzena Lona 
2012). Then, Trieste would be able to reflect upon the question of  what 
its cosmopolitan past consists. 

In our interview Covacich (2017a) further explained that

It is easy to say about yourself  that you are a cosmopolitan. But 
in Trieste a cosmopolitan means: remember what we were. And 
so we were citizens of  the Austrian empire - we were in the past. 
And if  you say right now you are a cosmopolitan, you are really 
thinking about the past.

 […]
We can reevaluate the Habsburg past and heritage. It is only then 
that we can restart to understand the multicultural challenges of  
Trieste. We have forgotten the second part of  Trieste’s twentieth 
century. This part is about hate. And the goal of  MetaCarso 
was to transform the hate. Triestine people transformed hate 
into convivenza, into a kind of  living. It is similar as Belfast, or 
Jerusalem, or Montreal. These are places where hate is a way of  
living.

The concept of  convivenza is central in understanding the aims and cultural 
mechanisms of  the MetaCarso project. Whereas cosmopolitanism 
refers for Covacich to a past heritage, convivenza refers to contemporary 
multicultural challenges of  the urban society. Covacich suggests here 
that convivenza is a ‘way of  living’ in which people live together despite 
the feelings of  hate in the recent past - considering convivenza thus as a 
state of  tolerance. Scholarly critiques of  tolerance have discussed how 
the appearance of  tolerance can be considered as crucial element of  
historical differences, since these create discourses of  otherness. Wendy 
Brown for instance has argued that tolerance is enacted through a process 
of  depoliticization in which differences in a society are considered of  
essence, instead of  being occasioned by historical experiences of  inequality 
and power structures (Brown in: Di Blasi and Holzhey 2014, 61; Brown 
2006). In multicultural societies that consider themselves as ‘suffused 
with difference’, Brown argues – like in Trieste, tolerance is a crucial 
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element of  historical differences and consequently produces a continuous 
discourse about the ‘other’ (Brown in: Di Blasi and Holzhey 2014, 10). 
Othering stabilizes the unequal position between those tolerating and 
those tolerated. When returning to the words of  Covacich, who makes in 
MetaCarso a call to ‘reevaluate the Habsburg past and heritage […] only 
then [the triestini] can restart to understand the multicultural challenges 
of  Trieste’ (Covacich 2017a) – we understand that these ‘multicultural 
challenges’ exist of  recognizing inequality in the urban society. Trieste’s 
Habsburg and ‘cosmopolitan’ society was as much full of  unequal 
convivenza as the second part of  the twentieth century (‘full of  hate’) and 
the contemporary multicultural society.
 Covacich makes the concept of  convivenza part of  the self-
reflective storytelling in MetaCarso. Trieste was able to transform the 
hate in a form of  convivenza, ‘a form of  convivenza where one speaks white’ 
(Covacich 2017b, 158).319 This ‘speaking white’ is an important element 
in how Covacich understands and formulates a critique of  convivenza 
and of  experiences of  cosmopolitanism and tolerance in Trieste. With 
this phrase, the author refers to the 1968 poem ‘Speak White’ of  the 
Canadian poet Michèle Lalonde. ‘Speak White’ is a bilingual French-
English manifesto performance poem, written in context of  the Canadian 
debates on bilingualism and identity of  that time.320 

Lalonde wrote her poem performance in support of  the Quebec 
francophone case.321 The central phrase along which Lalonde builds 
her manifesto - ‘speak white’ – originates from the North-American and 
Canadian context where it was used as racial insult against minority 
groups. ‘Speak white’ forced them to speak English in the public space 
(originally used to force slaves in the Southern states of  the US to speak 
the English language of  their master). The poem supports the struggle 
for equal rights of  self-expression for the francophone community in 
Canadian Quebec. Lalonde’s poem follows the Quebec independence 
movement by adapting a discourse of  American desegregation and Civil 
Rights in order to form a critique to myths of  Anglo-Saxon liberty (Killick 
2006, 188). Both the meaning of  the text as well as the performance 
itself, in which the English phrases are pronounced hard and compelling 
while the French are restrained and modest, articulate an experience of  
oppression by the French speaking community.

Speak white
Soyez à l’aise dans vos mots
Nous sommes un peuple rancunier
Mais ne reprochons à personne
D’avoir le monopole
De la correction de langage/
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Speak white
Be easy in your words
We’re a race that holds grudges
But let’s not criticize anyone
For having a monopoly
On correcting language

Speak white
Tell us again about Freedom and Democracy
Nous savons que liberté est un mot noir
Comme la misère est nègre/

Speak white
Tell us again about Freedom and Democracy
We know that liberty is a black word
Just as poverty is black.322 

 The poem asserts self-expression and self-affirmation for the 
francophone community in Quebec. In a socio-political context in 
which French and English are both official languages and consequently 
perceived as equals, Lalonde’s poem shows the power of  language – in this 
case English - in creating a cultural dominance and hierarchical society. 
Using a language of  equality between French and English, the poem 
creates the suggestion of  a seemingly equalitarian society. Yet, an equal 
position is only to be maintained when expressing oneself  in English. The 
poem indeed refers to that understanding of  tolerance that is by Brown 
(2006, 187, 188) perceived as hiding historical power struggles behind a 
depoliticized discourse.
 Covacich refers to Lalonde’s ‘Speak White’ because the poem 
enables him to address the inequality behind the convivenza of  Trieste’s 
society. The slaves from the American plantations who had to ‘speak 
white’ and the Quebec francophones had in Trieste turned into people 
from Slovene origin (Covacich 2017b, 157-158). Although hidden behind 
a discourse of  equality, tolerance and convivenza, also in Trieste one 
‘speaks white’, namely Italian. Making the concept of  convivenza part of  
his storytelling, the author uses a mix of  non-fictional historical events 
and poetry to address issues of  collective responsibility that address also 
the Trieste society. The triestini were able to turn hate into a sort of  living 
together, Covacich noted in the MetaCarso project proposal. Yet, he 
continued by arguing that this key Triestine urban narrative of  convivenza 
conditioned inequality between Italians and Slovenians in the city.
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a project never accoMplished

The MetaCarso project was never turned into practice and remained 
unaccomplished. As mentioned before, Covacich wrote a public letter 
to Mayor Cosolini in the local newspaper Il Piccolo on February 17, 
2013. In the letter the author announced that he would end his efforts 
for the MetaCarso project and listed the reasons why he decided to do 
so. Covacich brought up that he had fully fashioned the program and 
content of  the MetaCarso project and repeatedly requested the Mayor 
for official confirmation, technical and financial support to continue 
the implementation of  the project. The author accused the Mayor and 
municipality of  bureaucratic unwillingness and lack of  decisiveness. With 
only four months to go before the start of  the summer, it was not able 
to receive the Mayor’s confirmation and resources on time, Covacich 
remarked. Therefore, the announced that he canceled all the arranged 
encounters. ‘Where has ended the manifesto for the neo-identity of  the 
city?’ (Covacich 2013a).323 Covacich asked the reader of  his letter in Il 
Piccolo, referring to Cosolini’s administration program with which he won 
the 2011 municipal elections.324

 The next day Cosolini (2013) responded with a similar open 
letter in Il Piccolo to Covacich. The Mayor, in turn, wrote that Covacich 
had decided to cancel the project at the moment when the municipality 
just offered organizational and financial clarity and certainty. The Mayor 
defended that the municipality needed to follow the administrative routes 
and legislation, which made the implementation of  new ideas such as 
MetaCarso a long road. Where Covacich had interpreted the slow response 
of  the municipality as silence, the Mayor explained that his officers were 
busy evaluating the project. Also, Cosolini accused Covacich of  wanting 
to be in control of  everything, not accepting input of  other parties. ‘Can 
a great cultural project on the identity of  the city be realized and take so 
little into account what this city produces and expresses?’ (ibid.).325 There 
exist other cultural summer festivals in the city, with which the author did 
not want to collaborate or take advices, according to the Mayor. ‘Trieste is 
still rich’ (ibid.).326 Cosolini described the last meeting with Covacich some 
days earlier. The Mayor had to announce that because of  regional budget 
cuts the municipality could not offer financial certainty before the start of  
the MetaCarso and as a possible solution advised to organize the summer 
project together with Teatro Verdi, a solution which Covacich refused. 
‘Basta to set oneself  in the center of  the world,’ the Mayor concluded his 
response in Il Piccolo and accused the author of  distorting the facts.327 At 
this stage in the debate between author and Mayor, the author himself  
had become narrative subject and storyteller in one. 
 Covacich publicly shared his feelings of  dissatisfaction about the 
unsuccessful collaboration with the municipality, his frustration about 
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the cancelation of  the project and his shame for having to cancel the 
encounters with ‘highly esteemed colleagues’. In doing so, the cancelation 
of  MetaCarso turned into a collective responsibility of  the wider 
community. The open letters made the citizens of  Trieste part of  the 
controversy between the author and the Mayor. The person of  the author 
here remains strongly anchored to the narrative, which becomes - because 
of  its open publication – to function as a window in which to reflect upon 
himself. Through the open letter Covacich performs as exemplary subject 
of  critically discussing Trieste’s cosmopolitan narratives of  cityness.
 Covacich returned to literature. Whereas MetaCarso was 
intended as an urban cultural project, he continued the MetaCarso project 
in his latest book La Città Interiore (2017b), arguing that in the book he 
finished what he had started with MetaCarso (Covacich 2017a). Already 
in 2012 the author had declared that he wanted ‘that MetaCarso would 
be my oral novel, made by listening to the voices of  the others’ (Mezzena 
Lona 2012).328 La Città Interiore mingles the family history of  Mauro 
Covacich with the history of  the city of  Trieste and the many stories of  
the people that inhabited and observed this city, constructing a delicate 
balance between various levels of  focalization and between fictional and 
non-fictional narratives. ‘The plot is a map of  this city – it was already 
ready in my head,’ Covacich explained in an interview (TG2000 2017).329 
Rather than a novel with one clear storyline, the book can be considered 
as a memoire drawing many storylines. The plot consists of, on the one 
hand, a memoire about the Covacich family in search of  valid terms of  
identification in the present (the family name Covacich obviously refers 
to Slovenian roots in the contemporary Italian dominated city) and which 
is told by the autobiographic first person. On the other hand, the book 
draws a memoire of  Trieste, a city which – as I discussed in chapter 1 – is 
historically particularly characterized by its multitude of  identifications 
or rather its ‘non-identification’, often described as ‘city of  nowhere’. The 
book forms a mosaic of  narratives guided by the motto: ‘Nostalgia is not 
having homeland [patria] in time,’ attributed to the South-African artist 
William Kentridge.330 It collects a plurality of  histories and forgotten 
histories of  twentieth century Trieste, the narratives and heritage of  
Trieste’s many writers, and the family histories of  Covacich himself. The 
multitude of  narratives all deal in one way or another with the quest for 
belonging announced by the motto attributed to Kentridge.

The motive of  belonging guides the book towards a reflection 
on the question why the Trieste society and its citizens are who they are, 
thereby critically engaging with the theme of  how the triestini live together. 
For the author, his book contains two central motifs. The first is what he 
calls an intellectual one, ‘connected with the MetaCarso stuff and so on’ 
(Covacich 2017a). This one questions what it means when one is from 
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Trieste and questions how one can be influenced by Trieste’s intellectual 
culture. The second motif  is about a personal quest for oneself. The 
author explains that – in context of  living in Trieste – it is surprising 
that he never reflected on his belonging before. Especially in the 1990s, 
Covacich (ibid.) explains, 

words like root, blood, ground, nation, family, were words to 
take away. A negative connotation. You cannot face that kind 
of  words. Words full of  rhetorical meanings. Meanings easily 
used by a right party, for national reasons. […] We dreamed to 
be citizens of  the world. You cannot think about that kind of  
borders. Why do I have to think about the question if  my family 
was Italian or Slovenian in the past? It is not interesting for me 
[…], it was in the past. Now a lot of  things changed.

The triestini never reflected on their way of  convivenza, Covacich suggested 
here – it was a given never discussed. La Città Interiore forms a mosaic of  
Triestine narratives - in search for the question why they became and 
lived the way they do. Language is, for example, a returning theme in the 
book. Italian, Slovenian and the triestino dialect alternate in accordance 
to the various memories. One of  the quests of  the first-person narrator 
Covacich is the reason why at home in Trieste – even though having a 
Slavic-sounding family name - everyone speaks Italian. ‘The language is 
there to remind you that when you are in house, you are a foreigner at 
your home for a Triestine’ (TG2000 2017).331 Here, Covacich takes his 
own personal and family story as a fictional example for the internalized 
complexities of  belonging for a wider Triestine community. 

Focal point throughout the book is the way of  narration, creating 
a returning motif  of  fragmented memory. For instance, the book opens 
with an extensive description of  a photograph. A seven-year-old child 
walking on the street of  Trieste, broken glass crisping under his feet and 
the flash of  the photo that lights up the broken glass. The image on the 
photograph incites to wider descriptions – three pages - of  the situation 
in Trieste’s streets shown on the photograph but outside the image. These 
descriptions situate the scene on the photograph in the wider geographical 
environment (‘From there one goes north to Slovenia, ever further north 
to Austria’) as well as within the political situation of  that time (4 May 
1945, the city has just been liberated from the Nazis, Yugoslav troops 
entered the city) (Covacich 2017b, 9).332 The descriptions are based on 
perceptions and memories of  the first-person narrator or memories told 
to him by others. The descriptive delay – by Carolina Pernigo (2017) 
indicated as ekphrasis – underlines the form of  creation: the way in which 
experiences, memories and images are created. The photograph as artistic 
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object functions as ‘foundation of  reality’ (Pernigo 2017) – ‘but there is 
no point in running away now,’ the narrator warns (Covacich 2017, 9.)333

The narratives – personal memories, family histories, histories of  
the city, reflections on the city’s writers – blend into and follow each other 
as a continuing flow of  thoughts, blurring the experiences between reality 
and imagination. Pernigo (2017) points that the ‘continuous returning 
motif  of  fragmented memory’ creates a sense of  fluid time:

Each fragment of  reality that is proposed is to form a mosaic in 
which all the pieces have equal relevance. The idea of  a fluid, 
continuously reversible time emerges, within which emotional 
connections are created, rather than logical or chronological. 
The immediate effect is that of  a disorientation of  the reader, 
who ends up being perfectly in line with the spirit of  the author 
and with the theme addressed: it is one’s own research, that of  
which one is reading, the own journey, the own identity.334 

The effect of  such a writing style is thus de-centering from the reader, who 
by the act of  reading undertakes a journey and in this journey a quest 
to his or her own identity. Indeed, in an interview, Covacich remarked 
that La Città Interiore ‘is a book about strangeness that one proves towards 
oneself ’ (TG2000 2017).335 
 La Città Interiore is a return to the dominant literary way of  
expressing ‘cityness’ in Trieste. The motifs of  belonging and fragmented 
memory are invoked through the creation of  a sense of  fluid time, 
continuously taking the way of  narration under question. In a plot in 
which the author Covacich depicts himself  through a mirror of  multiple 
possible stories – blending memories of  the autobiographical first-person 
narrator, family memories, collective histories and experiential memories 
of  other triestini, the reader is forced to question his or her own experiential 
memories and perceptions of  Trieste as ‘cosmopolitan’ city marked by 
convivenza.

This section showed how the MetaCarso project critically 
discussed convivenza as indelibly linked to urban imagination itself. The 
MetaCarso project offered a critique to the idea that the act of  living 
together in Trieste derives from experiences from a nostalgic Habsburg 
past. Rather, considering convivenza as an urban imagination, reveals that 
such living together creates a form of  tolerance based in an unequal 
society. The MetaCarso project was an attempt to heritagize Trieste’s 
urban imaginary as a discourse that in itself  represents a complex sense 
of  place. My discussion of  this project has shown that Covacich took the 
historical narratives of  triestinità as its starting point, yet also highlighting 
the negative and difficult narratives of  Trieste’s past. For him, literature 
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is the only way to assign meaning to Trieste’s urban imaginations of  
complexity, a key understanding of  the city-making process which 
Covacich had tried to incorporate in the MetaCarso project. As such, 
Covacich’s project and his literary adaption also touches upon another 
crucial phenomenon of  urban sense of  place in Trieste: namely, how to 
heritagize a literary sense of  place into city brand. 

conclusion

This chapter has examined the heritagization of  Trieste’s historical urban 
imaginations into contemporary city branding. It showed that triestinità is 
not only a sense of  cityness embedded in historical narratives of  the city 
but has been actively restaged in local marketing and culture projects for 
the city in the 1990s and 2000s. By exploring the mechanisms through 
which cosmopolitan urban imaginaries were appropriated into city 
marketing, my research traced the meaning-making of  a marketed sense 
of  place in relation to particular urban heritage sites. It showed how such 
contemporary city-making projects cultivated Trieste as a place with a 
‘grounded’ or ‘actually existing’ cosmopolitanism.

The study examined the cosmopolitanization of  Trieste’s border 
narratives against the international context of  Cold War politics. The city’s 
position on the frontier of  the Cold War evoked after the disappearance 
of  the Iron Curtain in 1990 an urban imagination of  Trieste as hopeful 
symbol for a borderless Europe. This urban imagination found wide 
resonance in European political and scholarly discourse, appealing 
to broader imaginations of  a European society dealing with issues of  
new borders and diversities. It resonated locally and internationally 
into nostalgic re-enactments of  the city’s Habsburg past. I showed, 
moreover, how this restaging of  the Habsburg past turned the landscape 
of  Habsburg Trieste into a place of  consumption. Habsburg nostalgia, 
and the restaging of  this past as authentic experience, have become a 
powerful tool of  city-making, both in terms of  economic goals and 
regional identity politics. What is more, Trieste’s Habsburg nostalgia as a 
site of  consumerism confluenced with its distinct political personality that 
was marketed from the 1970s as being an ‘entrepreneurial city’. Trieste 
as ‘entrepreneurial city’ was both a historical urban narrative and local 
governance structure, opening up to new possibilities of  city-making. 
Trieste’s Illy coffee family is maybe the most remarkable example of  how 
marketing of  an Austrian coffee(house) tradition went together with both 
a powerful image of  Trieste’s entrepreneurial success and a successful 
local electoral campaign guiding Riccardo Illy to the position of  Trieste’s 
Mayor in the 1990s. The urban imaginations persisting a distinct sense of  
Triestine cityness were cultivated into marketing and tourist projects by 
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Trieste’s municipality in the 1990s and presented Trieste as a ‘grounded’ 
cosmopolitan city.

This marketed city image of  Trieste was embedded in ‘naturally 
cosmopolitan’ historical sites in the city, such as the Porto Vecchio and the 
Città Vecchia. This chapter has examined how projects of  urban renewal 
at these two key urban heritage sites restaged narratives of  the city’s 
cosmopolitan past for contemporary purposes of  city branding, showing 
how such cosmopolitan narratives were then included into global theories 
on gentrification and urban renewal. Whereas my analysis revealed 
the mechanisms of  simplification and seduction as key to the urban 
renewal and branding projects of  the old port and historical city center, 
it meaning while highlighted the tensions around and impossibility of  
fixing Trieste’s urban narratives in a simplified narrative of  place. Indeed, 
the third project discussed in this chapter offered a public critique on the 
municipality’s projects for a ‘cosmopolitan Renaissance’. The MetaCarso 
project (2011-2013) aimed to breach the simplification and seduction 
of  the branding policies and challenged urban narratives of  convivenza. 
At the end not finding resonance in a cultural project supported by the 
municipality, the author of  the MetaCarso project returned to literary 
expression as a way to express his ideas and critique on Trieste’s urban 
narratives of  cityness. Through the means of  an autobiographical novel, 
Covacich was able to force the readers to question their own experiential 
memories and perceptions of  Trieste as ‘cosmopolitan’ city marked 
by convivenza. Altogether, this chapter has thus critically interrogated 
how Trieste’s city-makers cosmopolitanized Trieste’s urban narratives. It 
showed how the heritagization of  triestinità was a city-making process of  
simplification which embedded a local sense of  Triestine cityness into 
wider dynamics of  experiencing citizenship in a European and even 
global world. As such, these contemporary dynamics of  city-making were 
acts through which the various urban actors discussed in this chapter 
enacted cultural citizenship.

My discussion of  the MetaCarso project also showed that literature 
is a crucial element of  triestinità, both in terms of  literary techniques 
evoking highly complex aspects of  the city’s historical experiences and as 
body of  literary heritage. The impossibility of  fixing a complex sense of  
cityness into dynamics of  city marketing is, however, even more true for 
Trieste’s literary heritage. The question how Trieste has heritagized its 
literary tradition as part of  its contemporary city branding projects, thus 
deserves to be studied in a separate chapter. 
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Trieste […] the cosmopolitan free port of  the dying Austro-
Hungarian Empire […]. The fabled city, which sits on the 
Adriatic coast east of  Venice and beside the border with Slovenia, 
has long attracted artists as well as conquerors. From their 
grandiose harbor-front HQS, shipping and insurance firms once 
linked the empire to the world; generations of  literary exiles and 
nomads have flowed in, and made Trieste their own. […] Yet at 
a time when politicians pour scorn on “citizens of  nowhere”, the 
dreamy enclave that Joyce dubbed “Europiccola” –a miniature 
Europe- still casts a melancholy spell. (The Economist 2018).

The above description of  Trieste, published in the Economist in August 
2018, forms the opening paragraph of  a review of  a new novel set in the 
city. The accompanying picture to this article was captioned ‘Written on 
the water’.336 The British magazine’s representation of  the Adriatic city 
is characteristic of  literary cosmopolitanism: the city is here imagined 
as an enclave of  writers who found a home in the free European port-
, border- and migrant city that Trieste once was, producing a literary 
enactment of  the cosmopolitan experience. As I have shown in chapter 1, 
triestinità indeed has been strongly shaped by the city’s literary patrimony. 
In this chapter I examine how Trieste’s literary heritage has informed 
the development of  a distinct sense of  Triestine cityness in two ways. I 
argue that while Trieste’s literary heritage developed a particular literary 
‘specialty’, it has also more recently become a marketing strategy and 
subject of  city branding. As such, the city’s literary tradition continues 

City of  literary paths.
The afterlife of  Trieste’s literary 

tradition in city branding

Chapter four
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to shape the literary and cultural imagination of  Trieste as cosmopolitan 
border city. 

This chapter follows Trieste’s various literary paths by exploring 
how Trieste’s cosmopolitan imaginary has travelled from a theme in 
literary production to contemporary city branding. Trieste’s literary 
cosmopolitanism has been subject to wide scholarly attention, in which 
literary scholars have extensively explored the trope of  Trieste’s border 
literature (Ara and Magris 1982; Campanile 2006; Ciccarelli 2012; 
Dupré 2008; Pizzi 1996, 2001, 2007). In a similar vein, historians have 
recently turned their attention from the city’s nationalized memory 
politics to the local cultural and political reinvention of  nostalgic 
Habsburg memory dynamics (Ličen 2018; Hametz 2014; Hametz and 
Klabjan 2018) - the disappearance of  the Habsburg Empire considered 
the historical ‘cosmopolitan’ moment giving birth to the trope of  border 
literature.337 Both scholarly bodies provide the imaginary of  Trieste as 
cosmopolitan border city that is a ‘miniature of  Europe’ (The Economist 
2018). Although the city’s literary marketing as ‘cosmopolitan border city’ 
might be Trieste’s best known export product – both in Italy and abroad, 
as was already addressed by literary scholar Katia Pizzi (2001, 48-54), no 
research has been conducted so far on the role of  this literary heritage in 
the city and tourist branding of  Trieste. In addition to this extensive body 
of  research on Trieste’s ‘border identity’, this chapter explores how the 
contemporary engagement with Trieste’s literary heritage in practices of  
tourist and city branding plays a crucial – yet by scholars understudied - 
role in the meaning-making of  the ‘cosmopolitan city’.

As part of  the wider investigation of  experiences of  cityness and 
the cosmopolitanization of  Trieste’s urban imaginaries in this study, here 
I am particularly interested in the meaning-making of  a literary ‘sense of  
place’. The paradox of  simplification within the process of  city-branding, 
also addressed in the previous chapter, is especially at stake when it comes 
to the branding of  a literary sense of  place. An urban sense of  place, in 
particular when drawing on literary representation, is defined by dynamic 
and undefinable processes. City branding, in contrast, demands a fixed 
marking of  urban identity, even while it draws upon an undefinable 
sense of  place (Kalandides 2011; Kavaratzis and Kalandides 2015; 
Malpas 2009, 191). In order to grasp this tension of  branding a literary 
sense of  place, this chapter will focus on the heritagization of  Trieste’s 
literary tradition – the process of  how meaning is attached to objects, 
practices, and places from the past and transforms into diverse forms of  
heritage. By considering literary heritage as the combination of  literary 
geography (the practice of  writing about authors’ lives shaped by their 
surroundings); literary memorialization; and literary tourism (Zemgulys 
2008) the analysis thus attributes this patrimony an afterlife of  its own.
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 Such an approach derives inspiration from Ann Rigney’s 
argument that the afterlives of  literary figures and their cultural production 
open up the past as an imaginative resource for collectivizing memory. 
Attributing agency not only to cultural actors yet also to literary products, 
makes Rigney ([2012] 2017, 6) argue that literature contains the ‘ability 
to cross existing cultural borders and to provide an imaginative template 
for articulating values and defining identities’ - which is simultaneously 
the ‘cosmopolitan’ label that literary studies have attached to the 
valorization of  literature.338 In order to trace the development of  literary 
production into city branding, I thus focus on the ‘afterlife’ of  Trieste’s 
literary heritage, through in-depth analyses of  the heritagization of  the 
urban literary tradition. I traced this in a wide range of  sources: from 
archival material, local newspapers, and interviews with key cultural 
actors, to cultural objects such as writer statues, museum spaces, and 
tourist itineraries.
 Continuing the examination of  the making and cultivation of  
Trieste’s border imaginaries that I have started in chapters 1 and 3, this 
chapter envelops through a discussion of  Trieste’s ‘border-literature’. It 
shows how the trope of  Triestine border literature developed from the 
1970s and 1980s onwards in parallel as both literary-analytic specialty 
and as an urban marketing strategy. The chapter then moves to the 
contemporary twenty-first-century discussions in the city about ways 
how to preserve and stage the literary tradition in public space, showing 
that key question to these discussions is how to ‘translate’ the urban 
landscape drawn in literary imagination into the real urban landscape. 
The chapter examines several heritagization projects of  Trieste’s literary 
sense of  place - from the staging of  static busts and dynamic statues 
in the city’s public spaces throughout the twentieth century, to the re-
enactment of  a literary past from the 1990s onwards by means of  the 
literary museum and literary city walks. It traces the various meanings 
and values assigned to the urban literary heritage in its spatial context 
and as such aims to provide an understanding of  the relationship between 
literature and the site of  its production. This research to the city’s literary 
tradition shows that whereas literature is the cultural medium par excellence 
that provides a mode of  narrating Trieste’s complex border experiences, 
the heritagization projects of  the city’s literary tradition provide an 
opportunity to an embodied experience of  the border within the physical 
urban landscape.

Marketing trieste’s Border literature 339

Trieste has an extensive literary tradition in which the literary ‘self ’ 
is inscribed onto the city, making the quest for the ‘self ’ a particular 
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characteristic of  triestinità (Pizzi 1996, 2001, 2007). Chapter 1 already 
discussed the historical development of  the city’s ‘border literature’ 
throughout the twentieth century. It emphasized the self-reflective nature 
of  Trieste’s authors in the extent that they explore the borders and realm 
of  the modern condition of  existence. Until today, these writers – of  
which Italo Svevo, Scipio Slataper, Gianni Stuparich, Claudio Magris, 
Mauro Covacich and foreign authors writing from Trieste such as James 
Joyce and Jan Morris, are best known – ‘succeed in transforming Trieste 
into a landscape of  the mind, a city shaped by the authors’ personal 
experiences, a city where cafes, streets and squares all take on symbolic 
significance’, as Pizzi and others have argued (Pizzi 1996, 54; 2007; Ara 
and Magris [1982] 2007; Campanile 2006; Dupré 2008). 

The trope of  Trieste’s border literature speaks upon wider urban 
imaginations that present Trieste as a border(less) city. This border 
imagination was, as I also discussed in chapter 3, increasingly cultivated 
from the 1970s onwards, in relation to a wider international political 
context of  the years during and after the Cold War. The marketing of  
Trieste’s border literature took an important role in this process. Trieste’s 
border literature reached significant fame after the publication of  Trieste: 
un’identità di frontiera (‘Trieste: a border identity’) in 1982 by Angelo Ara 
and Claudio Magris, probably the most influential book on the city and 
its changing identities. Significant was the sigh by Claudio Magris when 
we met for an interview during my fieldwork in Trieste, in which he 
started the interview by saying he hoped that we would not talk about 
Trieste again. The author provided me with a copy of  his Trieste: un’identità 
di frontiera in order to avoid having to explain this Trieste where he lives 
and writes about to a foreign scholar once again. In so doing he expressed 
the expectation that I would indeed ask him about Trieste (which I did) 
and indirectly suggested that his book would provide me with the answers 
(only partly) (Magris 2017). My reason to talk with Magris was driven 
by the urge to reflect how this renowned author and intellectual had 
shaped his imaginaries of  Trieste. The border identity Magris and Ara 
describe in their book comprises the image of  a cultural diversity and 
heterogeneity of  a people that moves between diverse cultures, languages, 
ideologies, states and histories and which is simultaneously a real and 
present, but elusive experience. This border experience drawn in the 
book is a lived experience but is impossible to describe, according to the 
authors: it emanates from the by authors experienced crisis of  modernity 
(Ara and Magris [1982] 2007).

The staging of  Trieste as a border city gained strength during and 
because of  a period of  increasing international attention for this city and 
its authors from the late 1970s onwards in context of  Cold War politics. 
During these years, the fame of  Triestine writers and poets starts to reach 
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beyond Trieste. The poems in triestino dialect by Carolus Cergoly, in 
particular Ponterosso. Poesie mitteleuropee in lessico triestino (‘Central European 
poetry in Triestine lexicon’, 1976) and Il complesso dell’Imperatore. Collages 
di fantasie e memorie di un mitteleuropeo (‘The emperor complex. Collages of  
phantasies and memories of  a Mitteleuropean’, 1979), found for instance 
a large public in Italy in that these narrated about the wider theme of  
Mitteleuropa. The wider attention for Triestine literature was not only 
artistic-literary, but also served a commercial aim. Katia Pizzi (2001, 49-
50) observed in her A city in search of  an author, among other things, that 
during and directly after the Cold War the ‘Trieste product’ appeared 
as commercial exploitation of  the city’s literary past: ‘The development 
of  commercial publishing during and after the Cold War channeled 
money that was made available locally by the many banks, building 
societies and insurance companies in Trieste towards cultural investments 
and in particular the publishing industry.’ These Triestine and Italian 
publishing houses, such as Garzanti, Italo Svevo Editore, Rusconi and 
Mondadori, focused mainly on the ‘literature of  Trieste’.340 They made 
local literature enter national and international literary markets. The 
local literary production was encouraged in these years by the promotion 
of  literary awards and the implementation of  a marketing strategy in 
which new publications were embedded and contextualized within a 
literary landscape of  Trieste. 

Trieste was presented in this literary landscape as a city of  
writers: as a city shaped along its literature and eventually mainly evoking 
from the imagination of  author and reader; as an urban environment 
that is fashioned in the fiction about the city. For instance, the publishing 
house Garzanti wrote in 1978 on the back cover of  Claudio Magris’ 
Dietro le parole (‘Behind the words’): ‘A motif  of  particular suggestion stems 
from the fact that Magris often tries his hand at different subjects and 
cultural areas here, from the small Triestine patria to the intrigues of  great 
cosmopolitan literature’ (Magris 1978).341 Pizzi (2001, 50-54) added to her 
observations that the authors themselves – among which Claudio Magris, 
Fulvio Muiesan and Manlio Cecovini – were not to the full extent aware 
of  this marketing process, yet encouraged as they were by the publishing 
houses as well as by national and international bestsellers successes, they 
increasingly chose Trieste as main theme in their writings.342 

Slowly yet consistently, Trieste was framed as a city with a distinct 
literary motif. For instance, the publishing house Italo Svevo wrote in 
1992 on the back cover of  Fulvio Muiesan’s Giorni e avventure di un’infanzia 
a Trieste (‘Days and adventures of  a childhood in Trieste’): 

In this reckless attempt to reach the limit of  memory, along the 
edge of  a slight irony [...], a childhood in the Trieste of  the 1920s 



211City of literary paths

reappears, smiling from the other side of  the century: a domestic 
enchanted garden that now only a few privileged are able to 
recognize. A time when life seemed like a game invented for us. 
And the city, a fascinating arouser of  everyday emotions, was the 
world (Muiesan 1992).343

This same trope of  Trieste as a site of  memories detached from the world 
gave birth to a genre of  literary essays in which Trieste was assigned the 
role of  main character. Fulvio Tomizza published for example in 1995 
Alle spalle di Trieste (‘On the shoulders of  Trieste’) and Mauro Covacich 
in 2006 Trieste Sottosopra: quindici passeggiate nella città del vento (‘Trieste 
upside-down: fifteen walks in the city of  the wind’).344 The Economist’s 
(2018) article discussed in the introduction of  this chapter is an example 
of  Trieste’s marketing in which ‘The city is its literature.’ At the same 
time, the development of  Trieste as trademark also produced a literary 
specialty in which the city was represented as a place for citizens to create 
their own memories and narratives.345 A good example is the back cover 
of  Covacich’ Trieste Sottosopra, where the publisher Laterza summarizes 
the book as follows:

“Alongside the Austro-Hungarian Trieste, there has always 
been another Trieste. Alongside the city of  literary cafes, of  
the composed friendship of  Svevo and Joyce, there has always 
been another city, soft, casual, picaresque, with connotations 
almost caricatural. There is an ancient, moral, hedonism, in 
the Triestines. And also a modern vitalism, a bit easy-going, 
Californian style. Trieste is a southern city, the southernmost city 
in northern Europe.” Walking through alleys and small squares, 
along steps overlooking the sea, loitering in the bora wind that 
breaks your breath and cleans the air: with a flashing writing 
of  ironic tenderness, fifteen narrative itineraries reveal and 
recompose the emotional and affectionate puzzle of  a Trieste full 
of  history, curiosity, contradictions (Covacich 2006).346

The book itself  is the result of  the increased attention for Trieste as 
literary trope from the 1970s onwards, yet the trope itself  represents the 
possibility for writer and reader to create his or her own narratives and 
memories. This, I would conclude, explains how Trieste has developed 
into the literary city as we know it today: on the one hand as result of  
a self-fulfilling prophecy and on the other as literary-analytic ‘specialty’ 
around the theme of  border identity.
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if trieste would BecoMe a gigantic MuseuM dedicated to its 
writers…

Despite Trieste’s strong embodiment as city of  literature, the internationally 
most famous representative of  this border literature – Claudio Magris, 
made a to many surprising decision. In June 2016, Claudio Magris 
announced that after his death, his private archive would be left to the 
University of  Pavia and not to the city of  Trieste (Curci 2016). The news 
lead to a long discussion in local newspapers about the meaning and 
caretaking of  Trieste’s literary heritage. One of  the main critiques forming 
a returning narrative along Trieste’s key literary actors, was that the city 
council disavows and misunderstands Trieste’s ‘extraordinary artistic 
season’ that had started in the 1920s (Stanese 2016). Although I showed 
above that the trope of  Trieste as a literary border city has developed 
in the last decades as a powerful marketing strategy of  local Triestine 
and national Italian publishing houses and resulted into a successful local 
literary market, the meanings and ways of  preservation of  this literary 
heritage remain subject to vivid public discussions. This section shows 
how these local controversies were situated around the questions, first, 
how and what to preserve of  Trieste’s literary heritage and, second, how 
this literary heritage should be staged in urban public space.

Three days after Magris’ announcement, the Triestine journalist 
Alessandro Mezzena Lona (2016) expressed in Il Piccolo his hope to 
transform Trieste into a literary museum: ‘If  Trieste would become a 
gigantic museum dedicated to its writers’, Mezzena Lona opened his 
article on 24 June 2016.347 He shared with the readers of  the newspaper 
his concerns about the missed opportunities for Trieste’s cultural tourism 
in redeveloping its literary itinerary. Trieste has a two-room museum 
dedicated to Italo Svevo and James Joyce, it has several statues of  historical 
authors, plaques above the entrances of  several writer houses – however, 
being a literary city is more than exhibiting the literary memory places, 
Mezzena Lona suggested: ‘Sticking into the controversy is not of  any use 
anymore. One needs to look ahead, believe in the project of  a prevalent 
literary museum. Stop being satisfied with three bronze statues and a 
handful of  plates sown around the streets of  Trieste.’348 He continued: 
‘Does it seem to be enough for the city that has a front row place in the 
collective imagination thanks to masterpieces such as the “Consciousness 
of  Zeno”, the “Ulysses”, the “Canzoniere”?’ (Mezzena Lona 2016).349 The 
journalist finished his letter with his main concern, namely that Trieste 
and its citizens did not take care of  their urban literary heritage. In so 
doing, Lona referred to the recent decision of  Magris to leave his private 
inheritance to Pavia, and emphasized that the author Fulvio Tomizza 
(1935 – 1999) had similarly left his inheritance to Lugano. Moreover, 
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when Anita Pittoni (1901 – 1982) passed away, the municipality had not 
wanting to take care of  her literary inheritance. The critique that the 
municipality of  Trieste does not take care for the private archives of  its 
writers, is an often heard one.350 

Mezzena Lona’s open letter was responded a week later by Riccardo 
Cepach, director of  the Museo Svevo e Joyce, who was interviewed by the 
online Triestine platform Bora.La (Stanese 2016). Cepach recognized the 
need for a better connection between ‘literary places’ and ‘literary words’. 
However, surprisingly, he considered the institution of  his own literary 
museum core to the preservation of  this urban heritage. Cepach argued 
that a museum would in particular be able to distribute the history of  
the city’s heritage, which would eventually build trust among Trieste’s 
writers in the museum as institute for preservation of  Trieste’s literary 
inheritance. The museum’s main task was education, Cepach explained.
 Debates about Trieste’s literary heritage often focus on the 
question how and what to present and preserve. In 2014 the Joyce scholar 
Renzo Crivelli had already put forward the idea of  an open-air literary 
park to stage and honor Trieste’s writers. In the local newspaper Crivelli 
(2014) made a call to center the city’s literary narrative not only around 
the persons ‘that had made the city great’ – Italo Svevo, James Joyce and 
Umberto Saba - but also around a larger network of  intellectuals in both 
Trieste and the surrounding area. He proposed the names of  the ‘great 
explorer and ethnologist Sir Richard Francis Burton, the archeologist 
Johann Joachim Winkelmann, and […] Rainer Maria Rilke.’351 The call 
was made in order to expend Trieste’s tourist development, in corporation 
with the tourist offices of  Friuli Venezia Giulia (FVG) and Duino.352

Touristic development of  the city was crucial for preservation of  
the literary heritage, argued Crivelli. The idea of  touristic exploitation of  
the city’s literary itinerary had also been advocated, already in 2008 and 
again in 2016 by ‘a prestigious scholar of  Italian studies such as Harald 
Hendrix, professor at the University of  Utrecht’ (Mezzena Lona 2016).353 
Trieste’s literary heritage, Hendrix intervened in the local debate, should 
be exploited by the city to provide focus to the tourists’ visits to the city, 
therewith repeating the original plans of  Mayor Illy in 1993. Trieste was 
in need of  ‘materializing the connection between the city and its literary 
heritage’ (Hendrix 2008, 2016).354 ‘But how to narrate Trieste on the base 
of  its literary heritage’, asked Hendrix in his contribution to the debate 
at Bora.La in 2016.355 The literary scholar advocated a preservation of  
Trieste’s literary tradition that was not embedded in a museum archive, 
but in the public space of  the city and being subject to city branding 
– presented in apps, lectures, brochures, etc. Trieste’s literature would 
preserve the city’s ‘border identity’ and thus form an ‘exceptional [local] 
heritage’, so Hendrix (2016) argued. This would not only be of  interest 



Image 4.1 – The fountain La Piccola Leda, frozen (1985).
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for Trieste’s visitors, but also for the Triestines, whom with the passing of  
generations slowly were losing the memory of  its particular cultural roots 
‘in a world that inexorably evolves towards a global homologation that for 
that very reason feels the need to know and to detect its roots.’356 Thus, 
in his aim to preserve Trieste’s ‘cultural border identity’, Hendrix made 
use of  the often used argument that tourism conserves local authenticity 
in times of  an ever globalizing world. The intervention of  Hendrix as a 
foreign scholar into this local debate presents the same representations 
of  the city as by his Triestine colleagues, namely Trieste as a city slowly 
losing its historically imagined – and carefully marketed - cultural border 
identity. 

The discussions above provide a glance into the local debates 
in Trieste about how and what to preserve of  Trieste’s literary heritage 
and how this literary heritage should be staged in urban public space, for 
means of  tourist and city branding. For the one, Trieste’s literary heritage 
is understood as the writers’ private archival inheritance, for the other, it 
is embedded in the stories of  the written novels and poetry, for a third it 
is embedded in places of  memory throughout the city, and for a fourth 
literary heritage is enclosed in its broader Trieste-specific meaning as 
cultural border city. Overall, key to the discussions is how to ‘translate’ 
the urban landscape drawn in literary imagination into the real urban 
landscape.

In order to grasp how the branding of  literary heritage is 
embedded in both an imaginary and ‘real’ urban landscape, I will now 
turn to an investigation of  the recent heritagization of  Trieste’s literary 
tradition, thus tracing the process of  how meaning is attached to the 
historical literary tradition and is transformed into diverse contemporary 
forms of  heritage. The analysis focuses on three interrelated yet distinct 
projects as case studies of  heritagizing literary itinerary, analyzing the 
various meanings and values assigned to the urban literary heritage in 
its spatial context. Projects of  focus are the literary museum, the literary 
walking tours, and the writers’ statues. I start with a discussion of  the most 
visible engagement with the city’s literary tradition: the historicization of  
Trieste’s literary past through the creation and staging of  statues, which is 
an element of  Trieste’s contemporary city branding that responds to an 
older existing phenomenon in the historical urban landscape of  Trieste.

statues and Busts: 
changing perceptions of literary heritage

The statues of  Trieste’s and foreign writers are probably the most visible 
markers in the urban landscape of  Trieste. In general, statues, sculptures 
and monuments are the most visible expressions of  local engagement 
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with the urban past and as such are thus rich sources for understanding 
the heritagization of  Trieste’s literary tradition. Statues represent a past 
on which authorities have found consensus, they form a selection of  
memories that speaks to the present and likewise hide other histories. 
The debates around the creation, placing, replacements and falling into 
amnesia of  Trieste’s monuments, sculptures and statues have been subject 
to a wide body of  scholarly attention, since scholars have considered 
these offering important insights on the nationalizing and nostalgic 
imperial memory politics in the city (Klabjan 2019; Hametz and Klabjan 
2018; Ličen 2017; Edinost 2018; Sancin 2009). Trieste’s writer statues are 
rich sources for tracing the staging of  Trieste’s literary heritage. They 
are well-presented in the urban public space yet remain out of  attention 
of  contemporary scholarship on Trieste’s memory politics. Analyzing 
the ‘afterlife’ of  Trieste’s literary tradition, the following discussion will 
thus be based on analyses of  the creation of  writer statues in relation 
to their situational context in Trieste’s public landscape. I study their 
replacements, reception, and responses by the public, in order to provide 
insight into the sort of  urban historical narratives these statues transmit 
to today’s visitors of  Trieste.
 Trieste has a long tradition in creating statues of  its historical 
writers, being considered cultural and social key actors in Trieste’s 
history. Indeed, the city has a special park dedicated to the memory of  
these writer-figures: the Giardino Pubblico Muzio de Tommasini (named after 
its creator, but simply known as the Giardino Pubblico, ‘public park’) that 
was constructed at the end of  the contemporary Via Cesare Battisti, in 
between the Via Giulia and the Via Guglielmo Marconi, between 1854 
and 1864. In comparison to Trieste’s other main remembrance park, the 
Parco della Rimembranza situated high on the San Giusto hill overlooking the 
city and which was created as war memorial by the Italian (and Fascist) 
city authorities in the 1930s – the Giardino Pubblico is a modest and 
non-pretentious park in the outskirts of  the city. Yet, the park has always 
taken a crucial role in the urban experience of  Trieste, often appearing 
in the literary novels of  Trieste as well as in debates about the city’s 
public space,357 and nowadays branded as the ‘galleria civica’, as a sort 
of  public civic gallery (DiscoverTrieste Online, n.d.b). The monumental 
park contains many statues and sculptural fountains that form as such an 
open-air museum for the triestini - the busts of  Trieste’s writers functioning 
as a remembrance park of  the city’s literary and cultural tradition. The 
plurality of  the statues are busts of  writers, cultural or political figures of  
historical meaning for the city. The busts are placed on high pedestals, 
along the walking path. A variety of  Triestine sculptors has contributed to 
the sculptural park, yet the Trieste-born sculptor Nino Spagnoli (1920 – 
2005) has made a majority.358 Spagnoli created a large number of  statues 
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for the park from the 1940s till late 1990s. His first works were the fountain 
La Piccola Leda in 1956 (Image 4.1 and Image 4.2) and the probably most 
debated one is the bust of  writer and journalist Silvio Benco, added to the 
park in 1985.359

The debates around and replacements of  the bust of  Silvio Benco 
provide a small but insightful glance into the changing perceptions about 
Trieste’s literary heritage. Silvio Benco was a prominent actor in Trieste’s 
literary scene of  the early twentieth century, being writer, journalist and 
literary critic. After his death in 1949, Nino Spagnoli created a bronze 
statue of  the writer, that was placed at the cultural institute Circolo della 
Cultura e delle Arti (‘Circle of  Culture and the Arts’), where Benco had 
acted as president. Being a powerful institution at that time, it had as 
main task to preserve the Italian culture. The bust was inaugurated at 
Trieste’s Ridotto del Teatro Verdi in 1951, the seat of  the Circolo. In 1984, 
however, the statue was replaced to the Giardino Pubblico, on initiative of  
Trieste’s city council (Image 4.3). In a letter to the Mayor, a city councilor 
wrote in September 1984 that the call for a statue of  Benco in 1949/1950 
had been a public call – made by (political) parties and civil institutes – 
but that because of  the ‘tormented times’ of  that time, the statue was 
temporarily situated at the Circolo della Cultura e delle Arti. 

It would be at least right your very duty today, Mr. Mayor, to 
respect the will of  the subscribers of  that time [when the statue 
was made], generous fellow citizens, who by participating 
intended to argue that the bronze image would be placed in the 
Giardino Pubblico where are the busts of  the persons dear to the 
memory of  the Triestines.360 

Indeed, in Spagnoli’s private archive, I found newspaper articles from 
1950 that report an initiative of  the Partito Liberale Italiano together 
with a wide variety of  private and public institutes to create a public statue 
of  the ‘noble figure’, ‘illustrious writer’ and ‘Trieste patriot’ Benco.361 
It is plausible that placing a statue of  a writer, who was presented as 
Italian-Trieste patriot, in public space was a problematic act in the years 
of  harsh Italian-Slavic and Catholic-Communist identity politics in the 
Free Territory of  Trieste (1947-1954). When the public call was made 
for replacement of  Benco’s bust to the public space – in between these 
other figures ‘dear to the memory of  the Triestines’ - this is done in 1984, 
the same year when the city celebrated the 30th anniversary of  Trieste’s 
return to Italy. When both the Mayor and the president of  the Circolo 
agreed with its replacement, the bust of  the ‘illustrious co-citizen’ received 
in 1985 a new position in the Giardino Pubblico in front of  the busts of  
Umberto Saba and James Joyce.362 The bust received a new pedestal and 



Image 4.2 – The fountain La Piccola Leda, frozen. Photography by Nino Spagnoli (15 January 1985). The 
photographs provide a view on the geography of the Giardino Pubblico, where various pedestals with 
busts extend along the walking paths.



Image 4.3 - Inauguration of the bust of Silvio Benco in the Giardino Pubblico (1985).
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was included in this re-experienced urban identity narrative of  Trieste, a 
triestinità in which Saba and Joyce had been assigned a place – respectively 
in 1983 and 1982 – and that had publicly been staged in the open air 
(Image 4.4).

The reception of  Spagnoli’s bust of  Benco moved from (the by 
circumstances forced) preservation of  an Italian writer in a closed cultural 
elite circle, to public staging in a monumental park of  a local Triestine 
cultural figure next to a Jewish (Saba) and Irish (Joyce) triestino. In 1993, 
a copy of  the Benco bust in the Giardino Pubblico was placed on the 
wall of  the Sala Benco in the Biblioteca Civica Hortis, on initiative of  the 
Trieste Rotary Club.363 Such renewed attention for Trieste’s historical 
literary actor fits into the city’s new policy of  city branding that was 
started by Mayor Illy in 1993. Illy’s urban politics reinforced also the 
heritagization of  Trieste’s local literary identity through the marking of  
literary itineraries (the Biblioteca Civica Hortis), as well as highlighted 
Trieste’s entrepreneurial tradition (embodied by the Rotary in this case).364 
Perceptions on how and where to heritagize Trieste’s literary tradition 
thus changed over time, as the history of  the bust of  Silvio Benco shows. 
From the early 1990s onwards, the city council introduced new plans for 
city branding and tourist development, in which also statues of  Trieste’s 
writers were re-staged in the public space.
 The contemporary visitor to Trieste cannot miss the three bronze 
statues of  the writers Umberto Saba (1883 – 1957), Italo Svevo (1861 – 
1928) and James Joyce (1882 – 1941). These bronzes, also work of  sculptor 
Nino Spagnoli, have been placed at several central places in Trieste’s city 
center. Very different from the busts discussed above, they are recognizable 
for their real-size format, realist facial, and bodily expression, and the 
absence of  a pedestal, which situates the statues directly on the street level. 
The statue of  Umberto Saba was inaugurated in September 2004 and 
placed where the busy shopping street Via Dante Alighieri crosses the Via 
San Nicolò (Image 4.5). The bronze depicts a real-sized Saba, walking 
towards his bookshop, dressed in a long coat, an English cap, and walking 
stick. In front of  the poets feet lays a bronze plaque which writes: ‘I HAD 
A BEAUTIFUL CITY BETWEEN THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS 
AND THE BRIGHT SEA’365 - cited from his 1944 poem Avevo in which 
Saba described his belonging to and life in Trieste that was taken away 
from him by the Nazis and Fascists, Saba wrote in the original poem.366 
The phrase suggests to the contemporary passer-by a Trieste d’antan, 
that has been lost forever, because of  aggressive political domination 
imposed on Trieste’s citizens. Originally, Saba’s statue smoked a pipe, but 
after the bronze pipe and walking stick had disappeared several times – 
removed by vandals - the current statue remains without his pipe. The 
vandalism led to discussions in local newspapers at which anger about 
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the high restoration costs intermingled with curiosity about the question 
why Saba’s statue was vandalized while Joyce’s remained intact. Mayor 
Dipiazza eventually concluded that the statue attracted vandals because 
the hollow bronze construction invited to easy demolishment (Il Piccolo 
2014; Esposito 2015; TriestePrima 2016; Dorigo 2016). The demolishment 
also give initiative to several replacements of  the pipe by triestini themselves 
(Pizzione 2014).367 

The second statue in the same style presents James Joyce, the 
Irish writer who lived for many years in Trieste. It was placed on the 
Ponte Rosso, on the bridge of  the Via Roma, in October 2004. That year 
celebrated the centenary of  Joyce’s first arrival in Trieste. Like Saba, also 
Joyce walks directly on the street, his hands in his pockets and book under 
his right arm, in the direction of  his first house in Trieste on the Piazza 
Ponterosso. The urban environment where Joyce’s statue is situated is not 
without symbolism. The Ponterosso is part of  the Canal Grande that 
was created by the city in the eighteenth century, as symbolic cultural 
counterweight to the competitive city of  Venice. The Canal Grande soon 
became one of  the centers of  the city’s commercial activities. Trieste’s 
richest merchants and entrepreneurs build their palaces there, such as 
the Palazzo Gopcevich and Palazzo Carciotti. The canal is surrounded 
by the famous historic cafés where merchants conducted their business, 
and it hosts the monumental Serbian Orthodox Church and Church of  
Sant’Antonio Taumaturgo. In this vibrant, monumental and symbolic 
urban space, the statue of  Joyce ‘walks around’, appropriating this 
historical past that is enclosed in its monumental architecture. The 
inscription on the plaque accompanying the statue writes ‘MY SOUL 
IS IN TRIESTE’368 – which is a citation from a letter to his wife Nora of  
27 October 1909. The text suggests to the spectator a decisive statement 
of  self-chosen belonging to Trieste from this Irish foreigner, who even 
learned triestino dialect - which is appropriated as proud narrative of  the 
city’s history (McCourt 2000, 53-212).
 The series of  writer statues of  Spagnoli’s hand was finished with 
the inauguration of  the statue of  Italo Svevo – some sources report this 
happened in 2004, others report the presentation happened not earlier 
than March 2005 (Sancin 2009, 148; Virtual Museum Online, n.d.). It 
has been placed on Piazza Hortis, just outside the park on the square, 
facing the communal Biblioteca Civica where Svevo was said to be a 
frequent visitor. The statue of  Svevo holds his hat in his left hand and a 
book under his right arm. The plaque in front of  his feet writes ‘LIFE IS 
NEITHER BRUTAL NOR BEAUTIFUL, BUT IT IS ORIGINAL!’369 
– which is a fragment from the seventh chapter of  his novel La Coscienza 
di Zeno (1923). This chapter is often considered key to the novel, since it is 
there where the main character Zeno (in general read as autobiographical 
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character of  the author himself) expresses his ideas about life as the result 
of  the randomness and unpredictability of  human affairs (See, e.g.: 
Virtual Museum Online, n.d.b). In this reading, the autobiographical 
author expresses astonishment about the path his life has taken: from 
businessmen, to literary writer who was only discovered as a talent at 
the end of  his life by his friend James Joyce. Also the statue of  Svevo has 
been subject to vandalism, for instance in 2012, when it was besmirched 
with red paint. However, as far as I could find, the vandalism was only 
a sole incident, in comparison to the demolishing of  Saba’s statue, and 
the incident received much less media attention at that time (Il Piccolo 
2012).370

The three statues were placed in Trieste’s streets on initiative of  
the Fondazione CRTrieste (a foundation of  the bank Cassa di Risparmio 
aiming to promote economic development in the city), AIAT (Agenzia di 
Informazione e di Accoglienza Turistica Trieste – the tourist board), and 
the Cultural department of  the Municipality of  Trieste. The project was 
part of  the municipality’s redevelopment plans in which Trieste’s literary 
and cultural actors had made a plea to turn Trieste into an open-air 
literary park to stage and honor Trieste’s writers. The establishment of  a 
literary museum and creation of  ‘literary’ historical walking tours were 
part of  this plan too – on which I will write later in this section. 

The three writer statues by Spagnoli create an ‘embodied’ 
experience of  Trieste’s literary heritage for its spectators. This is enabled 
by their situational placement in the vibrant city life, by the realist and 
literally down-to-earth sculptural style that makes them accessible to the 
passer-by, by the many tourists making the statues subject to their tourist 
photographs and selfies, and in a sense by the acts of  vandalism too. The 
statues are part, not only of  the urban landscape, but also of  everyday 
urban life. They are participants in the crowd of  citizens and visitors that 
continues to fill the streets of  the city throughout its history. Whereas the 
writer statues in the Giardino Pubblico are static busts placed on high 
pedestals, all situated along the walking path, the three statues of  Spagnoli 
in the city center invite for interaction with the passer-by and as such bring 
to life a past in the present. The city they present and cultivate is a city 
of  writers – as is the imagination evoked by the busts in the ‘traditional’ 
Giardino Pubblico. Spagnoli’s contemporary statues make imagine and 
cultivate a city in which every individual – local inhabitants and visitors 
– can inscribe their narratives onto the city. The urban experience of  
Trieste they present is a lifestyle. These statues suggest that triestinità in 
the 2000s is not an experience of  political or national identity, as exposed 
by the Nazis and Fascists (which Saba’s plaque indicates) and which is 
shown by the short history of  the Benco bust. Rather, the distinct sense of  
Triestine cityness that is staged by the writer statues of  the early 2000s, is 



Image 4.4 – Drawing by Nino Spagnoli for the design of a new pedestal for Benco’s bust, with 
instructions on the replacement of the work in the Giardino Pubbblico (1984).
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an experience of  observing your environment (the ‘rocky mountains and 
splendid sea’), merging into this environment, and living in between the 
opposites present in this environment. 

literary itineraries

The contemporary visitor to Trieste can walk a literary tour through the 
city, taking selfies with the statues of  Triestine writers and drinking a capo 
in b in one of  the literary cafes along the route, guided by a Trieste podcast, 
Svevo Virtual Tour, ScopriTrieste app, or map of  Trieste’s historical literary 
cafes. The literary urban landscape of  Trieste as marketing strategy. Also 
the tourist office and the Museo Sveviano e Joyce – which together developed 
the podcasts and literary walking tours – make use of  the literary heritage 
as memory place. The above discussed project of  the writer statues was 
part of  wider redevelopment plans of  branding Trieste’s literary heritage 
initiated in the 1990s and 2000s by the municipality and tourist board. 
The establishment of  a literary museum and the creation of  several 
historical ‘literary’ walking tours were part of  this plan too. Whereas 
Trieste’s writer statues evoke an embodied experience of  the literary 
past in the present, the literary museum and literary walking tours ask 
more imaginary skills of  its visitor wanting to experience the city’s literary 
heritage. They rather function, I argue, as lieux de mémoire of  a literary past 
in a twofold way: first, by literally preserving the literary heritage and, 
second, through linking the literary experience to particular urban places.

Technically, Trieste’s ‘literary museum’ exists of  two separated 
but institutionally connected ‘museum spaces’, which are the Museo 
Sveviano and the Museo Joyce, dedicated to respectively Italo Svevo (1861-
1928) and James Joyce (1882-1941) (Image 4.6). The Musei Sveviano e Joyce 
have a museum function that is in particular focused on preservation 
of  the personal documents and literary itinerary of  Trieste’s writers, 
having its origins in the history of  the museum’s foundation. In 1997, the 
municipality created the Museo Sveviano, consisting of  one exhibition room 
dedicated to Italo Svevo. The initiative was the result of  a donation by 
Svevo’s daughter of  a large patrimony of  personal papers and objects of  
her father to Trieste’s municipality. The donation, so was secured in the 
testimony of  daughter Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio, could only be accepted 
by the municipality when they, within five years after the death of  the 
daughter, would create an exhibition serving as Museo Sveviano that was 
dedicated to the heritage of  her father.371 In 1996, three years after the 
date of  the testimony, the Museo Revoltella (the city’s art museum) initiated 
together with the Biblioteca Civica (the public library and host of  Svevo’s 
literary manuscripts) the arrangement of  an exhibition space that would 
exhibit art works of  Svevo together with those of  other artists.372 Already 
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from 1960 onwards, there had existed the Saletta Sveviana which was also 
sponsored by the Svevo family. It was a place where scholars and other 
interested could consult the work of  Italo Svevo. In 1997, its reading 
room was expanded into a Museo Sveviano, made possible by the donation 
of  Svevo’s patrimony and supported by extra financial help of  the Rotary 
Club Trieste Nord. The little museum was situated at the second floor 
of  the Biblioteca Civica’s literary library building. It narrated the life of  
the Triestine author through personal objects and notes.373 The narrative 
presented to the visitors was divided in the sections: La città di Svevo (‘the 
city of  Svevo’); La vita (‘the life’); I luoghi svevianie (‘Svevian places’); I 
personaggi (‘the characters’); Svevo e il mondo culturale (‘Svevo and the cultural 
world’); and La Gloria (‘the Glory’). The narrative focused in particular on 
the quest of  Svevo’s multicultural identity within the ‘border city’ Trieste. 
The author’s life was situated within the wider urban landscape and at 
specific places in the city. The border identity of  Trieste was defined 
along the city’s historical ‘conditions’ as ‘Central-European port city; 
as flourishing trade city with a strong bourgeois society; and as mix of  
cultures and languages.374

 In 2004 the Museo Joyce opened, adding a second ‘Joyce’ room 
to the Museum that had until then solely been dedicated to Italo Svevo. 
The museum presented Trieste through the eyes of  Svevo and Joyce, 
and through their friendship. It had been Joyce who had discovered 
and supported the writing talent of  Svevo, so the museum’s narrative 
highlighted.375 The museum followed a wider interest evolving in the city 
for the Irish writer. In 1982 a statue of  Joyce had been presented (after the 
centenary of  Joyce’s birth); in 1993 the university first organized the Joyce 
festival; and in 1997 the James Joyce Summer school was first held. The 
narrative of  Joyce was presented in a similar manner as Svevo’s: a tour 
through Trieste through the eyes of  the writer Joyce. The presentation of  
Joyce was linked to several urban places too that guided the visitor along 
the life narrative of  the writer. These showed the places where the author 
lived and worked and marked the cafes and cultural centers he frequently 
visited. Both itinerary tours were developed into podcasts that guided 
visitors from the museum through the city center, turning the city into an 
‘open-air museum’.376 The visitor could download the Svevo Virtual Tour 
app and receive background information during the tour, such as images 
and video content about Joyce and Svevo.377 The museum dedicated to 
Joyce and Svevo became a lieux de mémoire of  the city’s literary past, not 
only through its activities around the material preservation of  the literary 
heritage, but moreover, it depicted a literary map in the urban landscape 
that functioned as memory place for the staging of  this literary heritage.

Recently, Riccardo Cepach (2005- present), director of  the Joyce 
and Svevo museum, and the Alderman for Culture Giorgio Rossi (2016- 
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present), developed the idea to move the literary museum from the small 
literary library on the Via del Mare to the central seat of  the Biblioteca 
Civica on Piazza Hortis, which provided space to an extra exhibition space 
for the Trieste writer Umberto Saba. The museum would be renamed 
‘Il grande museo della letteratura del 1900’ (‘The grand museum of  
twentieth-century literature’), so Rossi hoped. These plans for a renewed 
literary museum were part of  a broader municipal redevelopment plan 
for Trieste’s museums (Moro 2018). Although the plans for the new 
literary museum are not yet fully developed, the discrepancy between the 
ambitious name of  ‘literary museum of  the twentieth century’ and the 
fact that this museum would bring only three writers on stage, brings up 
the question why these three writers are experienced by the Alderman 
and museum director as representative for Trieste’s literary heritage and 
for the twentieth century literary in general. The answer can be found in 
the narratives of  how the writers are represented. Svevo was represented, 
we have seen, as bringing together in particular the two worlds of  Trieste’s 
early twentieth century: a city of  trade and business as well as preserving 
a special cultural and literary scene. Svevo represented the Triestine 
quest for self-identification within the complex modern world Trieste was 
part of. Joyce was rather presented as the foreigner fully able to integrate 
in Trieste’s local life and society, representing the city’s multicultural 
existence and open mindset to others. How Saba will be staged remains to 
be seen: the museum might choose for putting emphasis on Saba’s poetry 
in which he fused Italian with triestino dialect and Hebrew, representing a 
very local yet intercultural urban experience of  Trieste; the museum can 
also choose for highlighting Saba’s antiquarian activities in his book shop.
 The museal mechanisms of  representation of  the writers are 
crucial for guiding the visitor’s experience of  Trieste’s literary heritage. 
Key to this experience is the literary myth that conditions a general 
disillusion to the visitor, as the museum director emphasizes. On first 
sight, the literary myth of  Trieste often cannot meet the expectations 
of  the visitors, as was indeed emphasized by Cepach in our interview. 
Yet on second sight, it becomes clear that it is precisely this disillusion 
that conditions the narrative experience of  the literary museum. The 
disillusion of  the museum visitors is described by Cepach (2017) as follows: 
In general, the Joyce museum does attract foreign tourists, while the Svevo 
museum mainly attracts Italian school classes, according to Cepach. 
For the museum director, the museum’s call to personal imagination as 
well as disillusion are key to experiencing Trieste’s literary heritage. In 
our interview he mentioned that on the one hand, the groups of  school 
students are very well prepared, which makes that the complex figure of  
Svevo invites to larger questions and narratives of  identification (Cepach 
2017). Similarly, foreign tourists need a similar imaginary capability, yet 



Image 4.5 – Passers-by in front of the statue of Umberto Saba (2019).
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often experience the museum as a disillusion, according to Cepach. As 
literary scholar Zemgulys also remarked in the context of  writer houses, 
‘literary tourism becomes problematic in that it provides the visitor with 
plenty of  incidental knowledge about a writer but does not teach him or 
her anything of  value about the author’s literary achievement’ (Zemgulys 
2008, cited in: Cornish 2009, 217). Cepach (2017) remarked that visitors 
arrive from Paris, Dublin, Zurich, to find Joyce, and they find the museum 
director. ‘If  you enter a structure that presents itself  as a Joyce Museum 
and when you enter, you don’t find anything inside – I am there. They [the 
tourists] think it is an office. This is the Joyce Museum.’378 The museum 
is rather a ‘structure rich in information from which you can start your 
explorations.’379 What happens here is that – as scholarship on heritage 
re-enactment has shown - ‘history offers up enormously attractive sites 
for physical and conceptual visitation, but oftentimes the “reality” of  such 
an encounter can be alienating’ (De Groot 2011, 589).

This insight reveals that for Cepach, it is exactly the disillusion 
of  the museum encounter that contains the key for how to experience 
the literary heritage of  Trieste. The disillusion is caused by the myth that 
surrounds this heritage. ‘However, it works [to make Trieste] the meeting 
point of  international tourism interested in the literary myth […],’ and 
therefore, ‘literature is an excellent vehicle for the study of  Trieste’s 
identity’ (Cepach 2017).380 Obviously, visitors have high expectations and 
expect to find a comprehensive museum. Yet, because of  the small size 
of  the two museum rooms and the limited number of  exhibited objects, 
the visitors can only ‘read’ the narrative of  the museum as it is told to 
them either by Cepach or through their own imagination. They can use 
the objects in the museum to imagine the storyline: ‘The glasses of  Joyce 
are an excellent metaphor because through him [his eyes] you can see 
directly this, you see here the cosmopolitan reality, a very metic identity, 
very varied. Which existed at a time an now much less’ (Cepach 2017).381 
The exhibited objects function as the transmitting medium through 
which contemporary visitors can understand what Trieste’s literature 
aims to tell. 

Literature helps to ‘read the city’ and the disillusioned museum 
experience plays a crucial role in understanding the complexity of  
reading the city through the eyes of  its (historical) writers. On this, 
Cepach suggests:

Literature can do this: That is, it shows the representation of  
complexity. Writers are those who are more universal than others 
– not all – there are absolutely chauvinistic writers. […] But clearly 
all with their existences and with their point of  view. Literature 
can represent the complexity, but through an incomprehensible 
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metaphor that is the narrative. […] So the museum has to be 
structured as a path – inside you have this plural representation. 
If  this becomes an identity perceived from the outside, you don’t 
need to do anything anymore. We no longer need to become 
something that doesn’t exist. We can stay shattered. […] Because 
there is a place, a narrative that fundamentally recounts this 
(Cepach 2017).382

Experiencing literature, is thus the experience of  a complex world, 
transmitted through a narrative that functions as a metaphor for the 
complexity of  the world, as the director of  the literary museum suggested 
above. The museum then, should be structured in a similar matter, 
Cepach proposed: as a path in which the visitors can form their own 
narratives which help to explain the plural complexity of  the city. It is 
not the museum staff or the municipality that should add meaning to that 
narrative, the visitors should be able to create their own narratives. Thus, 
as are the literary walking tours – which are a heritage performance that 
‘contributes meaning by reinserting the body’ (De Groot 2011, 589), the 
visitor’s disillusion is a similar embodied experience of  Trieste’s literary 
heritage which do make the ‘empty landscape of  the past live again’ 
(De Groot 2011, 589). The fragmented experience that Trieste’s literary 
heritage provides, has, at this point, been cultivated in the museum 
experience itself.

conclusion

This chapter has explored the afterlives of  Trieste’s literary heritage in 
contemporary city branding, in relation to a wider analysis of  the current 
heritagization of  Trieste’s border imaginaries. I adapted the concept of  
literary afterlives (Rigney [2012] 2017) to add a new perspective to the 
existing body of  scholarship on Trieste’s literary border identity, and 
which enabled me to follow the heritagization paths of  Trieste’s literary 
patrimony. Tracing this meaning-making process of  a literary ‘sense of  
place’ has shown how the city’s literary tradition was cultivated and re-
staged into city branding projects and tourist marketing. What is more, it 
showed that focus in this process was on creating an embodied experience 
with Trieste’s literature, through an interactive engagement with the 
literary heritage ‘in place’. By analyzing the afterlives of  Trieste’s literary 
heritage – its monumentalization and musealization, this chapter has 
shown that the trope of  Trieste as ‘literary border city’ was turned into 
a particular cosmopolitan imaginary of  local tourist and city branding.

The chapter explored how Trieste’s cosmopolitan imaginary 
has travelled from a theme in literary production to contemporary city 



Image 4.6 – Plaque at the entrance of the Biblioteca Civica Hortis at the Musei Sveviano e Joyce. 
The image suggests contemporary students to study in this library while being surrounded by the 
memory of Trieste’s writers (2019).



231City of literary paths

branding. From the 1980s onwards, Trieste was increasingly marketed by 
local and national publishing houses as a ‘literary border city’, turning 
the tropes of  ‘border literature’ and ‘city of  writers’ key into the staging 
of  Trieste’s literary particularity. The idea that ‘Trieste is its literature’ 
derives, as this chapter has argued, from a marketing strategy that was 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. Yet, at the same time, it also developed as a 
literary-analytic specialty by Trieste’s writers around the theme of  border 
identity. Despite the city’s powerful literary marketing, implementing this 
image of  ‘literary border city’ into contemporary tourist and city branding 
purposes raised discussions about how and what to preserve of  Trieste’s 
literary heritage and in particular about the ways of  staging in urban 
public space. A key issue in branding Trieste’s literary heritage was the 
question of  how to ‘translate’ an urban landscape drawn in the literary 
imagination into an embodied urban experience.

Through an examination of  three heritagization projects of  
Trieste’s literary tradition, I traced the various meanings and values 
assigned to the urban literary heritage in its spatial context, aiming to 
provide an understanding of  a literary sense of  place. The city has a 
longer tradition of  presenting its literary tradition in public space. These 
statues and busts placed in the Giardino Pubblico functioned as static memory 
sites and physically marked the city landscape as a cultured Italian place. 
In contrast, the three contemporary statues of  Joyce, Saba, and Svevo 
in Trieste’s city center evoke a much more dynamic engagement with 
this literary past and invite the passer-by to interact with it. A similar 
mechanism was provided by the literary walking tours and the literary 
museum. These staged experiences of  the literary heritage by marking 
particular memory sites of  this literary past in the urban landscape, such 
as writers’ houses, the literary museum itself, or personal objects. These 
cultural projects of  heritagization of  Trieste’s literary tradition do not 
offer the inhabitants and visitors of  Trieste an institutionalized script of  
how to experience Trieste’s border literature and literary past, but instead 
invite them to write and create their own narratives onto the city.

In sum, the contemporary engagement with Trieste’s literary 
heritage in practices of  tourist and city branding played a crucial role 
in the active creation of  a distinct Triestine sense of  cityness and in 
the meaning-making of  the ‘cosmopolitan city’ in particular. Whereas 
literature is the cultural medium par excellence that provides a mode of  
narrating Trieste’s complex border and cosmopolitan experiences, 
the heritagization projects of  the city’s literary tradition provide an 
opportunity to embody this border and cosmopolitan experiences within 
the physical urban landscape.
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Rediscovering Rijeka

Chapter five

In 2017, a sculpture of  a two-headed eagle was installed once more on 
the city bell tower in Rijeka (Image 5.1). This was the latest version of  a 
city symbol with a long history. In 1919, one of  the heads of  the original 
Habsburg sculpture was cut off by Italian troops. In 1949, the Yugoslav 
city council removed the sculpture altogether. In order to commemorate 
this moment of  the return of  the eagle in the urban history of  Rijeka, 
the citizens were offered the opportunity by the municipality to observe 
the two-headed eagle from a close distance. A lift brought the spectators 
to near the top of  the bell tower and enabled them to oversee their 
city, while bringing them physically close to this symbolic monument 
of  Rijeka’s history. For this remarkable historical moment, the cultural 
department had published a three-series booklet in order to document the 
eagle sculpture’s history, its restauration, and replacement on paper. Two 
of  these booklets were comic strips, which narrated the legends around 
the Indeficienter, as the two-headed eagle is named, in an accessible way 
(Steinfl 2017; Indeficienver 2017). Both the comic strips and the tower 
lift are examples of  the renewed attention for Rijeka’s urban history and 
historical imaginations of  cityness. What is more, Rijeka’s nomination 
as European Capital of  Culture in 2020 forcefully energized the city’s 
cultural economy and politics, and heightened its historical sense of  place.

The re-emplacement of  Rijeka’s Indeficienter fits into older 
historical narratives of  a Rijekan sense of  cityness, which I described in 
chapter 2. These narratives of  cityness frame the city as a place that is 
in continuous struggle for urban autonomy within the highly politicized 
world that surrounds the city. In this chapter, I will argue that Rijeka’s 
urban imaginations are not only historical narratives assigning to the city 
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a distinct sense of  cityness, but are also actively restaged in local and 
international cultural projects for the city, increasingly energized by the 
city’s nomination as European Capital of  Culture. The chapter explores 
how imaginations of  Rijeka’s past have increasingly been re-branded 
from the early 2010s onwards as part of  a dynamic and progressive urban 
cultural policy. It shows how these projects of  urban renewal aimed at 
‘recovering’ Rijeka after the disappearance of  the Yugoslav state and in 
so doing intermingled various cosmopolitan narratives of  Rijeka’s past.
 Rijeka’s ECoC nomination for 2020 has generated not only 
cultural activities in the city, but also energized academic scholarship in 
and on the city. The increased attention paid to the city’s historical sense 
of  place from the early 2010s activated local, national, and international 
scholarship on these themes, while the ECoC infrastructure offered 
a helpful platform to sustainably establish new knowledge networks 
and activities. The international conference Cities and regions in flux after 
border change: Reconfiguring the frontier, reshaping memory and visualizing change 
in twentieth century Europe, organized at the University of  Rijeka in July 
2019, is an example of  how the ECoC infrastructure brings together 
international research institutes and researchers from a variety of  
disciplines who focus on various dynamics in Rijeka and its wider region 
in past and present. Questions of  urban renewal and cultural identity 
politics in Rijeka have in recent years increasingly received attention from 
various disciplinary angles. Scholars have investigated Rijeka’s historical 
images of  multiculturalism and the contemporary practices of  the spatial 
infrastructures of  the city’s religious diversities (Abram 2017; Walton 
2015). Others have mapped the layers of  urban heritage that mark the 
city’s various pasts, and have discussed how the ECoC could offer renewed 
opportunities for urban regeneration and community building (Rijeka in 
flux 2018-2020; Wise et al. 2019). My research takes inspiration from 
the renewed scholarly attention for the city’s urban images and cultural 
policies, yet positions these studies within a longer historical analysis on 
city-making dynamics in this Adriatic border city.

In this chapter, I focus on the dynamics of  urban heritagization 
in order to understand the relationship between Rijeka’s historical urban 
imaginaries and city branding. This chapter also tries to understand how 
and why certain things, places, and practices from the past are ‘viewed 
as a precious and irreplaceable resource’ of  a distinct sense of  Rijekan 
cityness (Lowenthal 2005, 81). In chapters 3 and 4, I discussed the tension 
in the heritagization process between a complex ‘sense of  place’ and 
the city brand as a simplified image drawing upon the art of  seduction. 
Analyzing how Rijeka’s contemporary city-makers heritagize Rijeka’s 
urban narratives of  the past into contemporary cultural projects, reveals 
the struggle within the simplification dynamics in Rijeka’s city-making 
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process. They evoke a forceful critique towards the simplified city brand 
that markets Rijeka as a ‘cosmopolitan city.’ What is more, the chapter 
highlights how the cultural mobilization of  a Rijekan sense of  cityness in 
urban heritagization policies summoned a political activism.

In tracing the path of  Rijeka’s heritagization, the chapter builds 
on official urban policy documents and strategies from the municipality 
and international organizations such as the EU and UNESCO, official 
documents and reports around Rijeka’s European Capital of  Culture 
(ECoC) bid, city promotion from the local tourist board, and publications 
and public discussions at the local news channels, in particular Rijeka’s 
daily Novi List. The analysis draws, moreover, on a body of  in-depth 
interviews with key political and cultural actors in Rijeka’s local cultural 
and political scene, among which the team behind the successful ECoC 
bid. These interviews offered me a unique prospect of  following the paths, 
the choices made, and the obstructions encountered of  this city-making 
process as they occurred from the very start of  the bidding process.
 The chapter first maps the emergence of  Rijeka’s urban imaginaries 
after World War Two. It shows how Rijeka’s post-1990s city-making process 
was fashioned by, on the one hand, socialist and post-socialist transition 
experiences. On the other hand, these historical narratives evoked urban 
imaginations in which the city was presented as having taken a distinct 
path – both during socialism and during the transition period. The section 
also explores how these historical imaginaries have found resonance in 
Rijeka’s contemporary urban governance structures. The chapter then 
focusses on the emergence of  an urban cultural strategy in the early 2010s, 
showing how the municipality branded Rijeka’s distinct sense of  cityness 
by advocating the city as a place which had embraced the arts and culture 
as its core values. The third section explores how Rijeka’s nomination 
as ECoC in 2020 forcefully energized the city’s cultural economy and 
politics, and heightened its historical sense of  place. It shows how the 
ECoC cultivated historical urban narratives within a new Europeanized 
discourse to win the ECoC bid, while, simultaneously, forming a critique 
to EU institutional discourses of  inclusivity and diversity. The final two 
sections discuss two projects of  urban heritagization. I analyze how two 
of  the city’s largest festivals, the Riječki Karneval (Rijeka’s Carnival) and the 
Riječke Ljetne Noći (Rijeka Summer Nights), contributed, in different ways, 
to an active remaking of  Rijeka’s urban imaginations of  cityness. Rijeka’s 
‘rediscovered’ and restaged urban narratives were intended not only to 
inspire hope for recovery of  the local cultural economy, but in particular 
to enable citizens to regain ideological ownership of  their city that was 
subject to Europeanized discourses and nationalizing tensions in Croatia 
and the region.



Image 5.1 – The Indeficienter installed on the top of the Bell Tower, view from the Korzo (2019).
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urBan narratives of socialisM and transition

The ‘rediscovery’ of  Rijeka’s historical sense of  place and its heritagization 
into contemporary urban cultural projects must be understood in context 
of  the city’s experiences with the socialist Yugoslav rule in the city, and 
with the post-socialist transition period. Socialist cities have long been 
addressed as radical different to ‘western capitalist’ cities. The complexity 
of  socialist cities was often reduced to the idea that their urban societies 
were an elongation of  the will of  state ideology. Also, they were believed 
to be part of  the same longue durée process of  world-wide urbanization, yet 
remaining in a stage of  temporal delay. Consequently, after the end of  
socialism in the 1990s, all cities that had been under Yugoslav or Soviet 
influence, were simply turned into ‘post-socialist’ cities, while neglecting the 
variations and different trajectories in the experiences and developments 
of  urbanization. Recent urban theory has challenged the persistent trope 
of  the ‘socialist city’ (for a critique, see: Bodnár 2001; Andrusz et al. 1996; 
Musil [1981] 2018). This critical scholarship has called for analysis of  the 
variations of  urban dynamics within the discursive container that is the 
‘socialist city.’ My reading in this chapter of  the city-making processes in 
Rijeka, against a background of  its socialist and post-socialist experiences, 
follows this call and aims to explore the variety of  discourses that have 
fashioned the urban narratives of  Rijeka in the 1990s and 2000s. This 
section first explores the various narratives and imaginations attached to 
Rijeka’s Yugoslav and post-Yugoslav experiences from the end of  World 
War until the 2000s. It shows how Rijeka’s contemporary projects of  
cultural urban renewal draw upon older urban imaginaries that present 
Rijeka as a site of  ‘cultural rebellion.’ This imagination is embedded 
in not only pre-war imaginations of  a struggle for urban autonomy (an 
image I have discussed in more depth in chapter 2), but in the city’s 
particular position within the Yugoslav state and post-Yugoslav dynamics 
of  regional transition too. I will argue that post-socialist Rijeka was on 
the one hand formed by its experiences of  the socialist urban past and 
post-Yugoslav transition experiences. Yet, at the same time, Rijeka’s post-
1990s city-making processes were also inspired by urban imaginations in 
which the city was presented as having taken a distinct path – both during 
socialism and during the transition period.

Rijeka officially becoming part of  socialist Yugoslavia in 1947 
meant a forceful rupture in daily and political life in the city. This rupture 
took not only shape in terms of  political change, but also in terms of  a 
harsh politics of  population change. The exodus of  a significant part of  
the Italian population after World War Two had an important impact on 
the cultural, social, economic and spatial structures in Rijeka. In chapter 
2, I have argued that although the exodus forced the Italian-speaking 
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Rijekan citizens to leave their home-city, their memories and sense of  
belonging remained in ‘Fiume’. Despite their memories left in their urban 
patria, many other key aspects of  daily social and political life in the city 
were however replaced. A socialist Yugoslav, and Croatian speaking, local 
government took over the role of  the traditional Italian elite. How Rijeka 
changed after the Yugoslav turn, is perhaps still the least researched period 
in the city’s historiography, many questions remain to be investigated.383 
Many of  these changes, however, remain important markers of  Rijeka’s 
urban imaginations until today.
 One crucial element affecting the urban experiences of  Rijeka 
during its socialist period were the Yugoslav Brotherhood and Unity policies. 
These served after World War Two as guiding principle of  Yugoslavia’s 
inter-ethnic policies, prescribing the equality of  the Yugoslavian nations 
and its national minorities. The Brotherhood and Unity principle served 
as one of  the pillars of  the Yugoslav state identity, at least until the 1960s.384 
In Rijeka, this policy particularly affected the conscious promotion of  
the city as a binational Croatian and Italian city, later also including the 
Slovenian and Serbian minorities. The policy attempted in Rijeka, and 
the wider border region too, to reinforce Yugoslav patriotic memories 
of  the anti-Fascist People’s Liberation Struggle and to create a peaceful 
multinational society without hate (Abram 2017, 4). In the multinational 
city that Rijeka traditionally had been, yet which had disappeared after 
the violent foibe and exile experiences of  the 1940s, the discursive frame 
of  the socialist Brotherhood and Unity principle provided the city with 
a new powerful narrative of  the multinational border city, yet within a 
renewed socialist context. 
 What is more, the Brotherhood and Unity policies reinforced 
internal migrations from various parts of  Yugoslavia to Rijeka. A 
multinational body of  workers helped to relaunch Rijeka’s port industry, 
turning the city into one of  the most important industrial hubs of  the 
state (ibid.). Within this re-energized urban industry, two core principles 
of  Yugoslav socialism thus encountered: celebration of  labor and the 
working man on the one hand, and brotherhood and unity as a condition 
making possible the industrious labor production, on the other hand. 
Chapter 7 will remark on how these socialist ideals were in practice 
not always that idealistic as they were intended to be, as I will discuss 
in context of  the contemporary divided memories around the Rikard 
Benčić factory (serving as engine factory during Yugoslavia). Despite the 
ambivalence of  these socialist principles in daily practice, the themes of  
labor and multinational Brotherhood and Unity remain crucial in the 
post-2010s urban renewal imaginaries, as this chapter will later discuss.
 Rijeka’s particular position within the Yugoslav state as industrial 
hub gave rise to the development of  a distinct music reputation of  the 



Image 5.2 – Rijeka’s two-headed eagle (2019).
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city. Rijeka’s rock and punk scene are until today commemorated as early 
acts of  cultural rebellion of  the city within the Yugoslav state. When 
the Rijekan municipality launched in 2013 an educational program for 
primary schools to introduce the children to Rijeka’s history, the city’s 
rock past was included into the second edition, arguing that the Rijekan 
marines brought music with Western influences from the United States 
(Sušanj 2014, 72). Also, The Guardian presented Rijeka in 2017 as the ‘red’ 
city that is ‘ready to rock’ (Hopkin 2017). The urban narratives around 
the city’s punk and rock scene are nowadays mainly centered around the 
Jan Palach club, recently restaged as one of  Rijeka’s historical cultural 
spaces. The club exists since the 1950s as student music center, yet was 
in 1968 renamed after Jan Palach, the Czech student who set himself  on 
fire as protest against the USSR invasion in Czecho-Slovakia. In 2013, 
Rijeka’s Mayor Vojko Obersnel adopted the club as part of  his municipal 
campaign Rijeka se vraća kući (‘Rijeka returns home’ – referring to Croatia’s 
access into the EU, which would be a home-coming for Rijeka, so the 
Mayor suggested), with the initiative Palach se vraća kući (‘Palach returns 
home’), which returned the club to the students (Benčić 2013). Rijeka’s 
past as rock and punk city assigned the city a reputation of  being a place 
in which the inhabitants searched their own path – during Yugoslav 
governance and until today symbolically restaged into a new context of  
Croatian Rijeka’s accession to the EU.
 The disintegration of  Yugoslavia resulted, again, into radical 
changes and violence in the whole region. With the death of  Tito in 
1980, Yugoslavia slowly felt apart and nationalist tensions heightened. 
Historians have debated the contingency and the various theories which 
together caused the break-up of  the socialist state and a series of  violent 
conflicts in the early 1990s.385 When Yugoslavia adopted a multi-party 
system for the individual six republics of  the socialist state in 1990s, 
elections brought Franjo Tuđman to power in Croatia, leader of  the 
nationalist Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ). From 1991 till 1995, 
Croatia fought a war for independence (remembered as the Croatian 
Homeland War), aiming to build an independent Croatian state, 
‘liberated’ from Serbian dominance. The call for independence by the 
various ‘nations’ of  Yugoslavia was strengthened by Slobodan Milošević’s 
attempts to create a Greater Serbia. The liberation struggles in all former 
Yugoslav republics heightened ethnic tensions. The former Yugoslav states 
were led to civil war and ethnic cleansings throughout the 1990s. Until 
today, the Croatian war of  independence has been particularly adapted 
into national historical memory through the 1991 Battle of  Vukovar and 
1995 Operation Storm. How local cultural actors in Rijeka have critically 
engaged with the nationalized historical memories of  these two events, 
will be discussed in chapter 7. Under Tuđman, as in the rest of  the region 
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of  the former Yugoslavia, Croatia developed strongly nationalist politics, 
meaning while hit by deep economic crisis and huge unemployment rates. 
In 1996 Croatia joined the Council of  Europe, opening up its gaze to 
Europe as a considered way out of  the plural crises. In 2003, the country 
indeed started accession negotiations with the EU, a process that was 
finalized in 2013. Since 1990 until today, the nationalist-rightwing HDZ 
party has been the largest governing party of  Croatia, only for two short 
terms alternated by the center-left Socijaldemokratska partija Hrvatske (SDP). 
Rijeka, in contrast, has a long leftish tradition of  SDP municipal politics, 
at times resulting into political disagreement, as this chapter will also 
highlight. Overall, the 1990s and early 2000s have been commemorated 
as a period of  ‘transition’ for post-Yugoslav countries.

It is important to locate Croatia’s – and thus also Rijeka’s – history 
of  the 1990s and early 2000s within this wider history of  ‘transition’. The 
post-Yugoslav ‘transition’ refers to the reform processes of  the former 
socialist countries into ‘democracies’ and ‘liberal economies’ after the 
breakup of  Yugoslavia late 1990s. This transformation of  the former 
Yugoslav countries - their civic society destroyed by war and genocide 
- into ‘liberal democracies’ was for a large part driven by EU forces. In 
many ways, the EU played from the early 1990s an ambiguous key role 
in the re-development of  the post-Yugoslav countries after a period of  
social, economic and political crises and ethnic conflict. The European 
motto ‘Unity in diversity’, introduced in 2000, symbolized the European 
cultural policy which became in 1992 one of  the new pillars of  the new 
Union (Shore 2000, 53-54). Enlargement of  the EU with new Central- 
and Eastern-European member states in the new millennium created a 
necessity for the EU to define common pillars of  a European identity, 
in relation to the diversity of  the member states. This explains the new 
orientation towards the democracy, culture and politics of  the regions. 
The European Commission ‘Europeanized’ Europe’s new regions by 
investing in cultural projects. Promises for future EU access (so-called 
‘conditionality’ policies) served to force candidate-countries such as 
Croatia to change its democratic and cultural values towards ‘European 
standards’ (Vos 2017; Patel 2013; Meinhof  and Triandafyllidou 2006; 
Verstraete 2010). What is more, EU cultural projects, such as art and 
urban subsidies like the European Capital of  Culture program, served as 
instruments to democratize new Central- and Eastern-European member 
states. The European city plays a central role in the ways how European 
politicians imagined this common, yet diverse identity. 

In the region, public, political, and academic rhetoric about the 
period of  transformation has largely focused on the incompleteness of  
the ‘failed transitions’. A deep financial crisis from the late 1990s and 
high unemployment rates have hit the former Yugoslav countries. The 
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transition was considered to underscore the semi-peripheral status of  
these post-socialist countries. Democratic values have not always been 
nourished, witnessing the protest of  social movements in Croatia, but 
also Serbia and Slovenia from 2008 on (Baćević and Kraft 2015; Baćević 
2015). Similarly, the academic discourse on the region underscores this 
failed transition, by traditionally focusing its scholarship, on the one 
hand, on the disintegration of  Yugoslavia and the subsequently conflicts 
and ethnic wars (as well as on the transitional justice and reconciliation 
afterwards) and, on the other, on the difficulties of  EU accession and 
integration politics (Petrović 2015).386 The role of  the EU, as well as other 
international bodies such as the United Nations and NATO, in steering 
the transitions in the region has been perceived as curtailing these states’ 
autonomy.

Similarly, the 1990s experience of  a failed transition gave rise to 
a scholarly critique that calls itself  ‘the New Left’ – a term introduced 
by Igor Štiks and Srećko Horvat. They argue that the ‘very concept of  
Transition – as an ideological construct of  domination based on the 
narrative of  integration of  the former socialist Europe into the Western 
core – actually hides the monumental neo-colonial transformation of  this 
region into a dependent semi-periphery’ (Štiks and Horvat 2012, 89). 
The emergence of  such a semi-sphere has by others also been determined 
as a still existing ‘Yugosphere’ (Judah 2009). Štiks and Horvat refer to 
the EU influence as active player in the transformations of  the post-
Yugoslav region, which had turned the post-socialist countries towards 
accession politics, monetary reforms, acquis communautaire and processes 
of  transitional justice. Some scholars have even observed a ‘Titostalgia’ 
as response to the EU’s political, economic and social interference in the 
region, a nostalgia towards past social policies, expressing the feeling that 
something is away in the new system (Velikonja 2015).
 ‘New left’ scholarship has made the transitions in the Balkans 
and the growth of  social movements into their main object of  analyses, 
described by Štiks (2015, 137) as a 

critique of  electoral democracy, followed by experiments or 
advocacy of  direct, participatory, and horizontal democracy; 
critique of  the neoliberal capitalist transformation of  the post-
Yugoslav societies and the so called “transition” resulting in 
huge inequalities and massive unemployment and poverty; 
critique of  the conservative, religious, patriarchal, and nationalist 
ideological hegemony that accompanied and made possible that 
transformation; defense of  common and public goods, including 
natural resources, and the remnants of  the socialist welfare state 
against privatizations and profit-oriented exploitation; and finally, 
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an internationalist approach to the post-Yugoslav and wider 
Balkan region, often coupled with an anti-nationalist and anti-
Fascist attitude.387

The New Left turns its struggle in particular against the nationalist 
discourse of  which they accuse their political elites. They aim to 
change the ‘public climate, challenge dominant media discourses, and 
reintroduce progressive ideas into wider society’, thereby ‘undermining 
the (neo)liberal hegemony that since 1989 has successfully delegitimized 
left traditions and promoted multi-party electoral democracy’ (Štiks and 
Horvat 2015, 15). Both the scope of  the New Left research questions as 
well as the socially and politically engagement of  their academic interest 
for the contemporary developments in the region, automatically turn 
these scholars into subjects of  a highly normative discussion in which 
the local and regional ‘critical left’ positions itself  against the ‘nationalist 
right’ of  the state.
 In such a context, cities turned into symbolic battlefields in the 
struggle for local self-determination of  citizens.388 From 2008 onwards, 
protests emerged in Croatian, Slovenian, Serbian, and Bosnian cities, 
which can be considered as a result of  the 1990s ‘failed transitions.’ 
The protests targeted general social injustices as well as specific policies, 
and expressed discontent about the experiences of  incompleteness and 
dissatisfaction with the post-socialist transition (Štiks 2015; Baćević and 
Kraft 2015; Baćević 2015). Citizens, social movements, workers, and 
students from all over the region accused their political elites of  using this 
image of  transitional incompleteness and failure to justify the privatization 
of  state and public assets, causing even higher unemployment rates 
and inequality in the region. These resurrections varied from workers’ 
activism and strikes, to university occupations and claims of  public city 
spaces. 

The so-called Pravo na Grad, the ‘Right to the City’ movement, is a 
telling example of  the aims and methods of  the uprisings that had spread 
over post-Yugoslavia in the 2000s. In the case of  two of  their most well-
known events, the Ne da(vi)mo Beograd (‘Don’t Drown Belgrade’) protests 
and the Srđ je naš (‘Srđ is ours’), it is noticeable that both movements 
protested against the erosion of  urban public space from the citizens, 
defending urban and natural commons. The Don’t Drown Belgrade 
initiative fought against the development of  the Belgrade Waterfront 
project. This project, supported by the Serbian government and a foreign 
investor, aimed to build luxurious apartments on the Belgrade Sava 
riverbank. Belgrade citizens considered the project as misuse of  the city’s 
natural and urban commons (NDM/BGD 2014). Similarly, the Srđ is ours 
movement fought against the privatization of  the Srđ hill, a green, empty 
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hill right next to the city center of  Dubrovnik, the Croatian town that 
had been overtaken by tourist exploitation. The hill was planned to be 
developed into a golf  course, supported by the Croatian government and 
again with a foreign investor. Like in Belgrade, arguments of  the citizens 
expressed fear for damage to the natural environment as well as to the 
characteristic horizons of  both cities and anger about the self-enrichment 
and irresponsibility of  the local and national government (Srđ je naš 
2012). Current MMSU (Museum of  Modern and Contemporary Art in 
Rijeka) director Slaven Tolj has for years been one of  the key actors in 
the fight against the golf  course above the hill of  Dubrovnik, but had 
after many threats to his family decided to leave the city (Tolj 2017). 
After, among other actions, a city referendum and a law suit, the decision-
making process on the future of  the hill is still ongoing. Within the highly 
nationalized post-Yugoslav nation-state societies and in context of  the 
failed transitions, ‘activist citizenship’ has indeed recently been opened-
up as a new framework for understanding citizenship dynamics in the 
region (Shaw and Štiks 2012). 

Paradoxically, the social protests were also the result of  the lively 
civil society and existence of  many NGOs that the EU had brought itself  
to the Balkans by means of  their transition policies. Thus, the EU provided 
both the threats to autonomy that many citizens in Croatia, Serbia, and 
other countries experienced, but also created the structures to resist their 
threats to autonomy, by having contributed to the creation of  a strong civil 
society in the region. In many post-Yugoslav countries, the EU supported, 
on the one hand, nationalized cultural institutions and, on the other hand, 
civil society and NGO structures. However, as has often been argued, 
the flow of  subsidies, together with a cultural institutionalized world that 
had to resettle along national lines, did not bring change in the world of  
cultural institutions in the Balkans: ‘The transition in culture at that level 
has not happened yet. This is the one thing everyone in the Balkans had 
in common when it came to culture. Unwillingness to change – albeit 
too late, as everything around has changed’ Dobrović (2016, 12). At the 
same time, however, a parallel independent – former ‘underground’ - art 
scene addressed protest, political, activist and aesthetically ‘unpolished’ 
art. Its non-institutionalized character, independent from state structures 
and ideologies, made that this scene was considered as possibly opening 
up the future, because ‘the artistic underground is unburdened by the 
past of  the cuts, and particularly unburdened by the mythical Balkan 
ties when the Balkans were the center of  the (non-existent) world’ (ibid.). 
Especially in Croatia their activities were sustained by regional NGOs, 
after the break-up of  Yugoslavia. 

This background of  post-socialist transitions conditioned the 
contemporary urban governance structure in Rijeka. This model of  
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urban governance is one centered around the narrative of  Rijeka as city 
of  ‘cultural rebellion’. When it comes to the civil and cultural structures 
of  the post-transition urban society, Rijeka’s ‘city-makers’ are, for an 
important part, actors of  the independent cultural scene who have found 
foot on the ground at official national institutions. Not only the municipal 
Department of  Culture has an important role in the city-making 
process of  Rijeka, but national cultural institutions such as the Croatian 
National Theater in Rijeka, the Museum of  Modern and Contemporary 
Art (MMSU), as well as the city’s NGO scene - mainly embodied by 
Molekula and Drugo More - received an independent space and a critical 
voice in the Rijekan cultural world. Rijeka’s current cultural network has 
developed with the arrival of  Mayor Vojko Obersnel – member of  the 
Socijaldemokratska partija Hrvatske (‘Social Democratic Party of  Croatia’, 
SDP) in 2000. Obersnel attracted several individuals to Rijeka who all 
had extensive experience in various cultural sectors in Croatia. Obersnel’s 
efforts resulted into a network of  strong cultural actors, all assigned with 
critical visions that they together could agglomerate into a clear strategic 
vision for the city of  Rijeka. Key positions in the cultural scene of  Rijeka 
were taken by public Croatian figures like the former rock star Ivan 
Šarar (Head of  Rijeka Department of  Culture from 2011), the earlier 
mentioned artist and Dubrovnik ‘regenerator’ Slaven Tolj (Director of  
the MMSU from 2012), theater maker and dramaturge Oliver Frljić 
(Intendant of  the theater section of  the HNK Ivana pl. Zajc in 2014-
2016) and dramaturge and Marin Blažević (Intendant of  the Opera 
section of  the HNK from 2014-2016 and Frljić’s successor at HNK in 
2017). This circle of  cultural actors was, moreover, supported by a group 
of  young people of  which many had graduated at the department of  
cultural studies at the University of  Rijeka. They got junior positions 
at key networks of  Rijeka’s cultural scene, such as at the municipality, 
local cultural institutes, museums, and NGOs. The new group of  cultural 
actors connected Rijeka with a wider Croatian and international network 
and became, with support of  Mayor Obersnel, the new city-makers of  
Rijeka. 

This municipal scene of  cultural and political actors stood on the 
forefront of  creating a Rijekan cultural policy from 2013 onwards. As will 
be discussed throughout this chapter, this cultural strategy functioned to 
establish citizens’ right to the city, using cultural political instruments to 
establish these citizens’ rights. In appropriating the city, Rijeka’s cultural 
actors positioned themselves in contradiction to the neoliberal public and 
rightwing nationalist political climate in Croatia. In their urban cultural 
manifestations, they addressed the concerns of  the transition period, such 
as the massive unemployment, neoliberal misuse of  the commons, and 
state nationalization, and considered these as the result of  privatization 
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and nationalist ideological hegemony. They thus make use of  critical 
discourses which they share with what has been called a ‘New Left’. Using 
the cultural institutions and programs that are traditionally strongly 
linked to political state dominance, Rijeka’s city-makers tended to change 
these nationalized institutions from within. Rijeka’s reputation as city of  
‘cultural rebellion’ was thus both an urban governance structure and a 
self-sustained urban imagination, which was cultivated in and through 
the cultural strategy.

the return of the two-headed eagle

As noted in the opening paragraphs, the statue of  Rijeka’s eagle retrieved 
its second head after almost 100 years. The statue that symbolizes the 
city’s coat of  arms was replaced on top of  Rijeka’s City Bell Tower in 
2017 (Image 5.2). Chapter 2 already described how the double-headed 
eagle Indeficienter originated from the late Habsburg period, symbolizing 
Rijeka’s twofold Habsburg and Italian identity. I argued in that chapter 
that the history of  the statue demonstrates Rijeka’s contested identity 
politics. It had one of  its heads cut off in 1919 by the troops of  Gabriele 
D’Annunzio and was eventually removed from its position on the City 
Tower by the Yugoslav government in 1949. Cutting of  one of  the eagle’s 
heads in 1919 symbolized the Italian victory over Austrian rule, while 
the removal of  the statue in 1949 symbolized Yugoslavian victory in a 
struggle against bourgeois and anti-socialist elements (Tulić 2017, 91-
105). Indeed, when the two-headed eagle was replaced in 2017, the public 
banner placed on Trg Ivana Koblera – the square in front of  the City 
Bell Tower – remarked that by the act of  replacement the Indeficienter 
became once again 

the symbol of  Rijeka and its courage to tell important stories from 
its history. […] Today, Rijeka is fully aware of  its past changes 
and transformations which contributed to the magnanimity of  
its spirit, the openness of  its worldview and the wisdom of  its 
people. […] Rijeka wishes to […] show contemporary Europe 
that it is only natural to be built of  diversities and to use them as 
a basis to carry on shaping the identity of  continuity, belonging 
and acceptance (Exhibition Trg Ivana Koblera 2017). 

This text highlighted the aims and intentions behind the joint effort of  
Rijka’s municipality and the Musej Grada Rijeke (Museum of  the City 
of  Rijeka) to replace the controversial monument on top the Bell Tower. 
The act of  replacement feeds the narrative in which Rijeka turned from 
a ‘suppressed city’ into an open city free to decide upon its own cultural 
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and political paths. This and the following sections develop around the 
question why the return of  the Indeficienter in the public urban space 
happened in 2017. They explore the dynamics of  heritagization of  
Rijeka’s past, of  which the return of  the Indeficienter forms part, by 
examining the development of  municipal cultural policies in Rijeka. In 
this section, I map the first initiatives around the emergence of  an urban 
cultural strategy. It shows how the city and tourist marketing of  Rijeka 
formed part of  a wider regional Kvarner and Croatian national branding 
campaign during the 2000s. This changed, however, in the 2010s, when 
the municipality started to market Rijeka as a city with a distinct cultural 
sense of  place.

 The recent heritagization of  Rijeka’s historical urban narratives 
into projects of  city branding has its traces in the 2013 strategy for 
cultural development, the Strategija Kulturnog Razvitka Grada Rijeke (‘Strategy 
for Cultural Development of  the City of  Rijeka’). In this document 
the municipality formulated its cultural strategy for the period 2013 – 
2020, aiming to situate the branding of  the city within a much wider 
regional, national and European infrastructural network. The Strategy 
was developed by the Rijekan Department of  Culture, on initiative of  
Rijeka’s Mayor Vojko Obersnel (2000 – present) and voted in by the City 
Council. It was claimed to be the first of  its kind in Rijeka and developed 
from the need to define a clear urban cultural policy, in order to accelerate 
the city’s cultural development, so can be read in the document: 

Such a strategy, which is openly based on the positioning of  Rijeka as 
an international cultural center, strengthens the infrastructure capacity 
through urban renewal, at the same time triggers another process that 
can be called the strengthening of  the cultural identity or branding of  
the city (City of  Rijeka 2013, 8).389

Rijeka’s strategy, and its successive cultural practices following the 
strategy the years after, aimed at framing a clear material and immaterial 
urban landscape for Rijeka. Positioning the city as the center of  a wider 
regional cultural infrastructure, could pave the way for Rijeka’s ambitions 
to become European Capital of  Culture. The city council had already 
expressed such ambitions in 2004. The application for European Capital 
of  Culture (ECoC) remained however, due to Croatia’s lack of  EU 
membership, unsuccessful (Kregar Šegota 2016). Should Rijeka wish 
to apply again for becoming ECoC in 2020, formulating a long-term 
cultural strategy for the city was a first necessary step. Rijeka’s candidacy 
was officially made possible after Croatia’s EU membership in 2013.

Rijeka’s cultural strategy identified the city’s future development 
plans and only briefly outlined a series of  urban narratives that would 
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serve as key values of  Rijeka’s cultural strategy. Strikingly was that culture 
was formulated as core value of  Rijeka’s city life. Art and culture, as was 
stated by the authors of  the document, had to be acknowledged by its 
citizens as core to Rijeka’s common identity. Central in this cultural 
vision was the experience of  social cohesion among the Rijekans as well 
as the experience of  being connected to a city that expresses a national 
and international cultural and artistic vitality (City of  Rijeka 2013, 15). 
Here, Rijeka’s cultural vision was presented as based on the idea that 
culture was a value an sich, rather than only an instrument to reach other 
goals – such as economic development. The cultural vision exposed in 
the strategy document was based on three principles: access to culture 
for all citizens as well as active participation to the cultural life; support 
of  diversity and multiculturalism, and ‘respect for the freedom of  artistic 
creativity and the values of  tolerance, dialogue and cooperation’ (ibid., 
17-18).390 The cultural vision thus addressed a certain ‘quality of  life’ in 
the city and assigned Rijeka a distinct cultural sense of  cityness.

The cultural strategy addressed Rijeka’s ‘cultural identity’ in 
relation to its geo-historical position between various wider cultural 
regions. Rijeka, so the document remarked, is ‘a Mediterranean city 
which strongly connects its historical tradition to the Central-European 
culture and civilization’ (ibid., 22).391 Mentioning generalized concepts of  
‘history’, ‘culture’ and ‘civilization’, the authors did not elaborate on what 
‘Mediterranean’ or ‘Central-European’ signified to them. They presented 
their city as ‘multicultural’ – a feature that would be embodied both by 
the urban material heritage as well as by the mentality of  its citizens:

The cultural identity of  Rijeka is also based on multiculturalism 
and multi-ethnicity. Different national cultures throughout 
history have left distinctive traces of  both architecture and specific 
Rijeka mentality. In this context, strengthening cultural links and 
cooperation with cities from South-Eastern Europe contributes 
to greater recognition of  Rijeka as a cosmopolitan city, open to 
different cultural influences (ibid., 23).392

The aim of  the authors to contribute to ‘the recognition of  Rijeka as a 
cosmopolitan city’ referred to two related understandings of  the concept. 
First, it referred here to an understanding of  the term as an idea of  
openness and tolerance towards ‘different cultural influences’ from the 
Mediterranean, Central-Europe and South-Eastern Europe. Second, the 
term functioned to determine Rijeka as a place of  transit and exchange 
within the city becomes key center for a network of  ‘Mediterranean’, 
‘Central-European’ and South-Eastern European cities. The cultural 
strategy thus created a distinct sense of  Rijekan cityness by situating the 
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city along simplified common denominators of  cultural and historical 
‘civilizations’, which remain non-defined yet are assigned to wider 
geographical ‘cultural’ regions that speak for themselves (Lewis and 
Wigen 1997).

So far, Rijeka’s ‘cultural identity’ was in the strategy only briefly 
outlined along simplified notions as ‘cultural vitality’ and as ‘cosmopolitan 
meeting point for different civilizations’. Yet, the authors of  the strategy 
suggested that this distinct Rijekan cityness should actively be ‘branded’, 
through the establishment of  an independent cultural and artistic scene, 
tourist promotion, and marketing of  particular cultural programs (City 
of  Rijeka 2013, 23). Key in establishing this city branding was a renewed 
cultural infrastructure. Indeed, the city implemented two instruments that 
could generate a renewal of  the urban cultural infrastructure. First of  
these was the renovation of  the Rijeka’s sites of  heritage, and in particular 
the reminders to an industrial socialist past. Chapter 7 will take up this 
theme in more depth, discussing the renovation of  the former factory 
Rikard Benčić and its redevelopment into Rijeka’s new cultural center 
- in context of  the city’s wider restructuring policies of  urban heritage 
sites. For now, it is interesting to remark that the cultivation of  Rijeka’s 
cultural identity through means of  marking particular urban heritage 
sites also found resonance in a municipal schooling program. The 
bilingual Croatian and Italian educational program Moja Rijeka: Priručnik 
za zavičajnu nastavu u riječkim osnovnim školama /La Mia Fiume: Manuale per lo 
studio della storia locale nelle scuole elementari di Fiume was first implemented 
in 2013 and presented to elementary school children the main historical 
sites of  their city of  Rijeka. In the preface, Mayor Vojko Obersnel wrote 
that this manual offered an opportunity to get to know the history and 
future of  Rijeka, that was still unknown to many (Sušanj 2013). 

Second instrument to brand the city was implemented through 
tourist promotion. Indeed, exploring the urban imaginations of  Rijeka as 
presented by its local tourist board, provides insight into how the ‘Rijekan 
cultural identity’ that was identified in the 2013 cultural strategy had been 
outlined in local tourist promotion and enables to investigate how the term 
was further developed in the years following the cultural strategy. The 
tourist gaze will provide insight into the experiential and thus symbolic 
use value of  a branded Rijekan ‘urban identity’ (Urry 2002).

The Rijeka tourist board promoted the city as a central place 
within a wider cultural infrastructure of  various geographies. In a 2009 
regional campaign, Rijeka’s tourist promotion formed part of  a wider 
Croatian national campaign. The representation of  Rijeka as part of  the 
‘Kvarner, diversity is beautiful’ campaign, was embedded in the larger 
national campaign ‘Croatia. Full of  life’. Rijeka and its coastline were 
together with the islands of  Cres, Krk, Pag, Rab and Lošinj represented as 
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one of  part of  the Kvarner bay. This regional campaign was accompanied 
by visuals of  a multi-colored wind rose, suggesting a central role for the 
wind in the experience of  the Kvarner region. Indeed, like Trieste, the 
Kvarner is also the place of  the forceful bura wind (bora in Trieste). The 
agency that had designed the tourist branding strategy and its logo, 
explained their design as follows:

Throughout history, Kvarner has been known as an intersection 
of  four transport routes. The very name Kvarner evokes this 
quadrant, navigational spatial orientation. This is why the source 
of  this visual identity proposal begins with the familiar symbol 
of  the wind rose, which also includes references to navigation, 
four-sided spatial orientation and wind direction (Bruketa and 
Žinić 2011).

Referring to the historical position of  the Kvarner bay as interregional 
trade infrastructure, Rijeka was positioned as one element of  a historical 
trade structure of  the wider Adriatic that existed during the Roman and 
later Venetian times. The central slogan ‘diversity is beautiful’ remained 
non-specified and open for interpretation. It might did refer to the 
historical diversity in the region. Yet, the visual wind roses accompanying 
the campaign might offer a possible interpretation: Rijeka’s wind rose 
was depicted from a plan of  blue, red and yellow, on the eye suggesting a 
hilly town along the water shore. The tourist logo of  Rijeka’s wind rose 
brought together the heritage of  historical transport routes – through the 
very navigational symbol of  the wind rose - with present day touristic 
interests – beach, sun, urban heritage. The concept of  ‘diversity’ most 
probably thus presented the diversity in tourist activities in Rijeka and 
the region: the visitor could find sea, forest, islands and cultural heritage 
to visit. 
 During the years towards Rijeka’s candidacy as European Capital 
of  Culture, a second touristic campaign developed next to the Kvarner 
regional campaign. Announced already in the 2013 cultural strategy, 
Rijeka had to grow as an international cultural-touristic destination. 
Touristic development, so one realized, had positive economic advantages 
that would benefit a wider development of  the city (City of  Rijeka 2013, 
23). This second campaign indeed expressed the need for a separate 
urban branding and, similarly as the Kvarner campaign, used ‘diversity’ 
as central concept. ‘Rijeka: Port of  diversity’ focused on branding the city 
of  Rijeka this time not as one part of  a whole, but as center of  a wider 
cultural infrastructure. Since the belief  was that most tourists pass Rijeka 
on their way to other tourist destinations, the 2016 Rijeka tourist brochure 
expressed hope that 2016 would become the year in which the city 
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became a tourist destination. This development was possible, according 
to the brochure, because Rijeka was able to escape ‘from its former image 
of  a port and industrial city,’ thus considering its industrious past as an 
obstacle for the tourist imaginary of  Rijeka. At the same time, the tourist 
board tried to reframe this same urban industrial heritage – instead of  
turning it into cultural heritage – into infrastructural opportunities to 
transport its tourists – metaphorically explaining this ‘both as a means 
of  arrival and as a starting point for new journeys’ (Rijeka Tourist Board 
2016, 3).
 The city was now framed as the place where to take a ‘break from 
dynamic everyday life, [where] you can be what you are, but disguised 
under a carnival mask, you can also allow yourself  to be what you want 
to be without holding back-at least for a moment’ (ibid.). The brochure 
presented various historical periods that had influenced – on architectural 
level – the image of  the city: ‘from prehistory and the Gothic, then the 
Baroque […] and […] Austro-Hungarian monarchy’ (ibid.). The Yugoslav 
and Italian periods of  dominance, were left out of  the presented urban 
image. The industrious heritage, and reminders of  a Yugoslav and Italian 
era, were seemingly considered as non-suitable for branding Rijeka to 
tourists. It is therefore highly remarkable that exactly these themes would 
become the focus of  the European Capital of  Culture project not much 
later, as I will continue to discuss later in this chapter. 
 In sum, whereas Rijeka’s urban image formed part of  a broader 
regional Kvarner and national Croatian tourist campaign during the 
2000s, from the 2010s onwards, Rijeka’s municipality started to market 
Rijeka as a city with a distinct cultural sense of  place. Those touristic 
imaginations represented Rijeka as a site where histories passed by and 
on their way brought the city all kinds of  influences of  cultures and 
civilizations. Rijeka offered the visitor a moment of  repose and place 
to navigate from, to reconsider the past and future, and one’s path and 
future paths. ‘Allow yourself  to be what you want’ in your moment of  
passing by the city, did the tourist board propose to Rijeka’s visitors. The 
tourist branding of  Rijeka was part of  the wider Strategy of  Culture that 
the municipality had formulated in 2013 and that advocated the city 
as a place which had embraced art and culture as its core values. The 
cultural vision of  Rijeka was indeed about providing access to culture and 
openness to the world for all Rijekans. In so doing, the cultural strategy 
was most of  all a signpost that Rijeka would decide upon its own identity. 
When Rijeka’s Indeficienter was returned to its place on top of  the Bell 
Tower, this was presented as a similar clear message in which the citizens 
finally chose their own histories which they preferred to identify with. It 
was time to decide upon Rijeka’s own identity – to consider its navigation 
point. Tourist promotion was for the 2013 Cultural Strategy one way 
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to work towards this goal. Rijeka’s urban ‘renewal’, so the Strategy 
moreover expressed, would succeed or fail by the development of  Rijeka’s 
candidacy as European Capital of  Culture. 

BecoMing a ‘port of diversity’

The most powerful instrument for implementing Rijeka’s 2013 cultural 
strategy was the city’s candidacy to become European Capital of  Culture 
(ECoC) in 2020. The candidacy and development of  a cultural program 
was a chance that was warmly welcomed by the city council and local 
cultural scene. Above all, Rijeka’s ECoC project was and still is highly 
ambitious in its design and scope and serves. The project has been one of  
the most forceful city-making projects in the contemporary city, a process 
that continues until today. Following the dynamics of  Rijeka’s candidacy 
for European Capital of  Culture 2020 from the very start offered a 
unique prospect of  following the processes of  city-making in Rijeka as 
they occur. This section explores the candidacy process and critically 
examines the conceptualization of  its ‘Port of  Diversity’ motto. I show 
how the ECoC team cultivated historical narratives of  their city within a 
new Europeanized discourse to win the ECoC bid. Simultaneously, I show 
how Rijeka’s ECoC bid forms a critique to EU institutional discourses of  
inclusivity and diversity.

Making Rijeka European Capital of  Culture was a highly 
ambitious project. The first initiative – albeit unsuccessful - to candidate 
the city as ECoC already dates to 2004, when Croatia was not yet EU 
member. A second chance came in the spring of  2016 – a chance that had 
been prepared in the years before. The successful bid entitled ‘RI:2020’ 
led to the awarding of  Rijeka as ECoC in 2020 by the ECoC panel of  
the European Commission and was driven by a clear European message 
and conceptual bid book. The introduction of  the bid book expressed 
recognizable European slogans such as ‘Rijeka has learned the lesson of  
diversity’ and ‘New identities in a transnational context’ (Team RI:2020 
2016, 2). The project proposal branded Rijeka as a ‘city of  diversity’, 
thereby making use of  the image of  the city as an historical site of  cultural 
co-habitation and exchange. As this section will continue to show, Rijeka’s 
ECoC candidacy raised several local and European pressing issues, not 
aiming to solve these, but offering a European platform for discussing 
these concerns.

‘Luka Različitosti’ (Port of  Diversity) functioned as key theme 
and served as umbrella for the three carefully selected thematic guidelines, 
namely ‘water’, ‘work’ and ‘migrations’. The bid book noted that the 
concept of  the port referred both literally to the activities of  exchange in 
the city’s harbor as well as to the figurative meaning as a port of  exchange 
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(ibid., 6-7). As a city on the water, the port, so can be read in the bid 
book, has offered work for people from all over the region and Europe, 
stimulating people and cultures to migrate to Rijeka. At the same time, 
the port of  Rijeka functioned as one of  the major European ports used 
for migration to the United States. This discourse in which the concepts 
of  water, work and migrations are interconnected to each other is also 
visually emphasized by the visual scheme accompanying the bid book 
(Image 5.3). In this schematic design the three themes were visualized as 
overlapping circles – a visual which connected the ECoC campaign with 
the imagery of  the Kvarner tourism campaign and which can be easily 
turned into an image for an independent Rijeka tourist campaign (EPK 
2015). Combining water, work and migrations, the conceptual and visual 
discourse of  the ‘Port of  diversity’ theme in the bid book thus created 
an image of  Rijeka as an historical site of  cultural co-habitation and 
exchange, connecting local history to a wider European infrastructure. 
The ECoC representation of  Rijeka as a ‘port of  diversity’ was thus, 
firstly, closely linked to the imagination of  a historical trade- and port-city. 

The ‘port of  diversity’ concept was deepened by building a 
layered urban imagination based on the various narratives of  Rijeka’s 
past. The multiple historical narratives of  Rijeka’s past were for instanced 
visualized by the images accompanying the text of  the bid book. The 
visual images suggested an impression of  overlapping histories within the 
imaginative cityscapes on the one hand, and of  inhabitants’ interaction 
with the material landscape on the other hand. As Image 5.4 shows, one 
of  the images for example showed citizens walking in front of  Rijeka’s first 
skyscraper in the 1950s. The skyscraper was built as a power statement 
taken by the Italian Fascist regime, but at the time of  the picture - literally 
and imaginatively - occupied by Tito’s Yugoslav State. Another image 
showed a Youth Council in front of  the first punk-rock club in Rijeka, 
named after Jan Palach, the Czech student who as a protest against 
Russian Soviet occupation set himself  on fire during the Prague Spring 
of  1968. The background wall is covered by graffiti reflecting various 
periods of  Rijeka’s history. The rock club is now a student center. A third 
image showed citizens sunbathing on a Rijekan beach, situated against the 
background of  the industry of  the city’s harbor. A fourth image showed 
a theater performance on a rooftop, situated against the background 
of  urban landscapes envisioning various episodes of  Rijeka’s Roman, 
Fascist, socialist and industrial histories. The images included in the bid 
book contrasted multiple historical episodes in the urban landscape, 
mapping the historical memories of  the city. The suggestion of  cultural 
exchange emerged from the human presence in this urban landscape full 
of  historical narratives. 

The images affirmed the bid book’s message that a Rijekan 
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ECoC nomination would engage with a mosaic of  histories in Rijeka 
and promised to explore the relationship with the city’s contemporary 
society. Rijeka, so the bid book promised, would, because of  its historical 
experience with diversities, function as a laboratory for issues that 
currently occupy Europe (Team RI:2020 2016, 2). The issues to explore 
would be collected in the ‘seven flagships’, which served as thematic 
collocutors forming the basis for the program line.

As I will continue to show, close reading of  the motivations behind 
the ECoC discourse shows that by formulating the conceptual framework 
around the diversity theme, the RI:2020 team created space to discuss 
the values connected to the concept of  diversity. They did so through a 
constant questioning of  the various ways in which ‘diversity’ could be 
experienced and whether the experience of  diversity in their city indeed 
also led to a way of  human togetherness. In a quest for what scholars tend 
to call ‘conviviality’, the RI:2020 team indeed was inspired by exploring 
the particular conditions in their city which would be relevant for living 
together (for a critical discussion on the various analytical understandings 
of  conviviality see, e.g.: Nowicka and Vertovec 2014).

Existing scholarship has extensively described the process of  
formulating an ECoC candidacy, highlighting that ECoCs often make use 
of  the same discursive structures both for fashioning the local identity and 
the supposed European identity of  the candidate city (Aiello and Thurlow 
2006). Indeed, the Rijekan bid spoke to the EU ‘diversity discourse’ which 
emphasized a need to search for an intercultural dialogue – being ‘united 
in diversity’ (European Capital of  Culture 2010). The Rijekan authors of  
the bid book branded the city as the place that could ‘rescue’ the values 
of  Europe:

Europe, as a continent and as a project, is beginning to doubt its 
own core values and openness, diversity and tolerance. The old 
world’s ambition as a lighthouse of  freedom has turned into a 
wall built of  fear. The only appropriate response is a cultural one. 
We need exemplary action and citizen engagement, building a 
Capital of  Culture that faces present danger and revives future 
hope (Team RI:2020 2016, 2). 

Rijeka was represented by the RI:2020 team as an ‘oasis of  normality 
in an abnormal context’. The abnormal context in point referred to 
Croatia, which was a ‘country still synonymous with insecurity, hardship 
and war, for everything that frightens Europe’, was written in Rijeka’s bid 
book (ibid.). In so doing, the RI:2020 bid book argued that Rijeka went 
through the same challenges of  diversity as Europe. The relation with 
Europe was thus used to identify and give meaning to the branded urban 
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identity of  Rijeka. 
Interesting was then also that Chris Torch, the team’s external 

cultural advisor who was not Croatian but from a Swedish-American 
background, mentioned in our interview that diversity was in particular a 
European concept. ‘Nobody [in the ECoC team] really sincerely thought 
the city was diverse, they did not really know what that meant,’ said Torch 
(2016). It was therefore his task to include a ‘European’ message in the 
conceptual framework, to strengthen the marketing strategy. Meanwhile, 
conscious and unconscious uses of  the diversity concept blurred in the 
conceptual framing. ECoC director Ivan Šarar (2016) mentioned for 
example that 

I think we have some kind of  luck… because the fact that Rijeka is 
an important historical immigration and emigration point and the 
fact that Rijeka is a city that developed like a city for immigrants. 
We didn’t manage that, it is a fact. Now the migrations are a hot 
European topic. And it was easy to interconnect our identity with 
the important topic of  migrants. […] We are lucky. We didn’t 
influence the immigration crisis or so.

Šarar’s comments show the awareness of  the importance of  the European 
migration question, as well as the ability to move the focus from the issue 
of  migration from the ‘global south’ towards a wider understanding of  
historical migrations. While a European message was consciously included 
into the Rijekan ECoC bid, it was also the aim of  the bid to - in the words 
of  one of  the team members – ‘move the term [diversity] away from 
[…] ethnic pornography’ (Torch 2016). As I shall show, throughout the 
development of  the conceptual program the ‘diversity’ concept received a 
rather different meaning, turning from wider issues around the European 
migration question towards a rather local and regional understanding of  
managing diversities and difference.

‘Diversity’ for the ECoC bid referred, first of  all, to ‘micro-
migration’ and the concept of  ‘work’. In explaining the bid’s discursive 
choices, Ivan Šarar (2016) explained that ‘we have two big [moments 
of] importing of  people at the end of  the nineteenth century and in the 
1950s, 1960s and 1970s in the twentieth century. I think between 1956 
and early 1980s Rijeka has grown from 50,000 people to 165,000. […] 
And these citizens have created a certain city spirit.’ However, in the 
1990s, ‘due to the war and a catastrophic privatization process’, the bid 
book described, industrial jobs disappeared, together with ‘the status and 
identity of  an industrial city’ (Team RI:2020 2016, 7). Rijeka’s youth now 
travels on a daily basis to Zagreb, Ljubljana or Italy for work or study 
which they cannot find in Rijeka. This type of  micro-migration generated 
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the important urban challenge to generate work. The ECoC was planned 
to be used to explore new creative and intellectual questions about what 
work nowadays means and can be. In the bid book, the concept of  
diversity was thus represented as a somewhat nostalgic notion towards an 
industrious past that is no more. Rather than only a ‘diversity’ generated 
by a vivid port life, the concept was connected to experiences of  the 
present cross-border mobility of  its (young) citizens, and to experiences 
of  hope to regenerate working possibilities in the city. 

The RI:2020 project also used diversity in the meaning of  a local 
intra-cultural exchange between the urban and countryside communities 
and of  a sustainable preservation of  the local countryside communities’ 
cultures. Valerij Jurešić, the head of  the Cultural Department of  the 
Primorje-Gorski Kotar County from 2013-2018, highlighted this issue 
to me during the interview. For instance, art crafts and folklore in the 
countryside villages were not protected nor institutionalized. Neither did 
these countryside communities have access to institutionalized culture, 
simply because there was a lack of  infrastructure to easily travel between 
city and countryside and islands, as Jurešić (2016) explained. Therefore, 
the ECoC flagship called 27 Neighborhoods aimed at creating a network 
of  cultural centers in small communities, connecting city and villages and 
maintaining the local diversity of  the region. This was, according to Jurešić 
(2016), because ‘diversity does not happen if  it is not communicated.’ 
Such ‘intra-cultural’ local diversity went along with the development of  a 
sustainable tourist infrastructure – of  ‘qualified and motivated European 
visitors [who can] inspire’, which can be used as instrument to highlight 
and sustain the diversity of  the local communities’ culture (Team RI:2020, 
19). 

Next to addressing contemporary issues and challenges for 
contemporary Rijeka, the RI:2020 project addressed the question which 
pasts are not remembered in Rijeka. The RI:2020 program explicitly 
aimed to address Rijeka’s historical ‘traumas’, the difficult parts in the 
Rijekan history. D’Annunzio’s presence in Rijeka and the consequences 
this episode had for the Italian community in the city, the World War Two 
pro-Nazi government, the socialist period under Tito, and the events of  the 
1990s, were all themes to be discussed in this ECoC. ‘Rijeka never really 
addressed these episodes. Rijeka is holding from within and like in any 
therapy, […] we learned that if  you do not confront certain traumas, at a 
moment they will explode’, Vuk Ćosić (2016) - one of  the team members 
- told me. The RI:2020 project would address the moments of  division, 
rather than the moments of  peaceful cultural co-habitation. For instance, 
the Austro-Hungarian heritage of  the city, discursively characterized as a 
period of  relatively peaceful cross-cultural and cross-national exchange, 
was not made a focus of  this bid, unlike in other ECoCs with a Habsburg 
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past.
It is remarkable that half-way through the development of  the 

bid book, the RI:2020 team changed its conceptual idea. From the idea 
in the first bid book in 2015 that one had to understand the city’s past in 
order to understand the future, the premise of  the final bid book became 
understanding the future in order to understand the past.393 This was 
explained by arguing that cities are changing fast and constantly. In order 
to understand these future changes, Rijeka’s ECoC project thus also 
aimed to focus on the history of  its regional transformation and divisions. 
Mapping and discussing the contemporary issues in the urban, national 
and European societies, might also contribute to understanding what has 
happened in the past – of  Rijeka, Yugoslavia, and Europe, so the bid 
book hoped for.

This section has shown that Rijeka’s ECoC candidacy was a 
highly ambitious project in its aim to revive the city after a long period 
of  economic and social crises. The ECoC candidacy was, however, also 
a successful instrument for the city to formulate an urban identity in 
relation to wider regional and European discussions. Rijeka’s ECoC team 
cultivated historical narratives of  their city within a new Europeanized 
discourse to win the ECoC bid. Yet, the branding process of  Rijeka as a 
‘Port of  Diversity’ also formed a critique towards the simplified narrative 
of  EU institutional discourses of  inclusivity and diversity. Rijeka’s bid 
book highlighted the need to consider its themes of  diversity as something 
to work ‘on’, rather than to believe in. Iva Kovač (2017), who is an artist 
working in Rijeka, summarized this potential of  the branding of  Rijeka 
for the ECoC as follows: ‘when they put “banners” on the living processes 
here in Rijeka, it can be banalizing, but it can also be a statement that we 
can call out for and ask the city to actually push this forward. […] These 
decorative statements can have some possibilities for the city.’ Thus, using 
a Europeanized discourse to market the city within the bid to become 
selected as ECoC, provided indeed an important chance for revival of  
the city and meanwhile critically reformulated the diversity concept 
by addressing the challenges of  Rijeka’s present-day society. Rijeka’s 
selection as ECoC in 2020 opened up opportunities for the city to finally 
revive and restage its ‘cultural identity’ as intended by the 2013 Cultural 
Strategy and to examine what these experiences of  a distinct sense of  
Rijekan cityness than could exist of. In what follows, I will further explore 
the heritagization of  Rijeka’s historical narratives of  cityness, and how 
these were increasingly restaged from 2013 onwards.
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heritagizing rijeka’s carnival

Who visits Rijeka during the early spring has a chance to encounter 
Rijeka’s yearly carnival celebrations. The festival attracts up to 100,000 
visitors from Rijeka and the wider region. Although Rijeka’s carnival 
is by locals often perceived as a festival for children and tourists, the 
participation and official role of  the city’s Mayor (together with the 
temporary carnival maestro Meštar Toni and the carnival’s Queen) in 
several of  the celebrations demonstrate that the carnival is considered 
an important festivity by Rijeka’s municipality. Indeed, the carnival is 
not only proudly marketed as Croatia’s largest national carnival by the 
local tourist board, but has during the last four decades been one of  the 
first and most important cultural events for the municipality to heritagize 
Rijeka’s immaterial traditions and to stage a particular sense of  Rijekan 
cityness, I want to argue. This section will explore the cultivation of  
Rijeka’s carnival in context of  the city’s broader city-making processes 
of  local heritagization and city branding. It shows how Rijeka’s carnival 
tradition cultivates historical narratives of  the urban past by adapting 
international discourses of  intangible heritage preservation, in order to 
fashion a distinct urban cultural sense of  cityness. 

Rijeka’s Carnival is a yearly celebration that, like carnival 
festivities all over the world, traditionally is held at the last phase of  winter 
around late January or early February as start of  the lent period. Carnival 
as a community festivity includes masquerading, excess in and through 
dancing, drinking and eating, and is often characterized by transgressing 
accepted social roles (Filippucci 2002). The festival in Rijeka as we know 
it today mixes ‘original’ traditions with ‘invented traditions’. Although 
today’s carnival was first initiated by the Rijeka Tourist Board in 1982, 
the tourist brochure specially dedicated to Rijeka’s carnival mentions that 
the first written sources about a carnival in the region date back from the 
fifteenth century (Turistička zajednica grada Rijeke 2009, 2). Since 1982 
Rijeka’s carnival has grown into a Mayor event in Croatia, taking place 
in the city center with several parades and parties on the city’s squares. 
Initially an event organized for a local audience from the city and its 
surroundings, the events have received wider significance. The website 
of  the carnival proudly notes that Rijeka’s carnival is since 1995 ‘a full 
member of  the Federation of  European Carnival Cities (FECC)’ and has 
been ‘added to the list of  the 500 most important events in Europe’ (Rijeka 
Turistička Zajednica Grada Rijeke, n.d.). The Sunday Times declared it 
one of  the most exotic world events, included in the book ‘501 must be 
there events,’ whilst the Rijeka Tourist Board won the ‘Golden Tourist 
Heart’ prize as the organizer of  the best tourism event in south-eastern 
Europe in 2009 (ibid.). The list of  institutional recognition emphasizes 
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the effort that the city has put since the 1980s into mapping its carnival 
on an international agenda of  cultural events. These efforts continued 
from the 2010s onwards when the carnival was indeed included into the 
Cultural Strategy for the City of  Rijeka 2013-2020. Being one of  the 
largest cultural manifestations of  the city and the region, the carnival 
was turned into a project of  city branding, in order to increase Rijeka’s 
cultural recognition in a European context, as argued in the Cultural 
Strategy (City of  Rijeka 2013, 22). Three years later, the ECoC bid book 
wrote that the city’s aim was, moreover, to develop Rijeka’s touristic and 
cultural infrastructure because, despite of  the international recognition 
and success, its cultural infrastructure was too small to sustain large local 
cultural events such as the carnival (Team RI:2020 2016, 5). Rijeka’s 
carnival tradition is, thus, a performative tradition that recently became 
an important focal point for the city’s cultural urban policy and strategy. 

Rijeka’s local tourist board dedicated the carnival a separate 
tourist brochure, considering it an important cultural denominator 
of  Trieste’s city marketing. This brochure presents the Riječki Karneval 
(Rijeka’s Carnival) as a combination of  ‘various carnival traditions: the 
Venetian and the Austrian, the Mediterranean and the Central European’ 
(Turistička zajednica grada Rijeke 2009, 2). Remarkably, there is no specific 
reference to Catholic religious origins of  the carnival, which suggests 
that Rijeka’s carnival is not framed as a Croatian Catholic manifestation 
in context of  wider regional identity politics in which Croatia is often 
positioned as Catholic country within a socialist and Orthodox historical 
region. Rather, Rijeka’s carnival is presented as very local historical 
experience in which the city is framed as a cultural cross-over in between 
these different historical cultures of  Venice (especially world-famous for 
its carnival), Austria-Hungary, the Mediterranean and Central-Europe. 
The international allure and culturally diverse character of  the event is 
subsequently extended from the past into the present, by relating today’s 
carnival to the Habsburg tradition during which the Austro-Hungarian 
royalty and diplomats from all over Europe visited the Rijekan balls. The 
contemporary Carnival Ball, as the tourist board’s brochure mentions, 
is still frequented by ambassadors from all over the world (Turistička 
zajednica grada Rijeke 2009, 4). ‘Be what you want! Come to the Rijeka 
Carnival!’ the carnival’s website invites foreign visitors to the city (Rijeka 
Turistička Zajednica Grada Rijeke, n.d.). Situating the Rijekan carnival 
within broader carnival traditions, thus serves to emphasize the local 
particularity of  Rijeka’s lent festivities.

Besides of  the parades organized in the urban streets of  Rijeka 
and the Carnival Ball, the image of  Rijeka’s carnival is perhaps most of  
all fashioned by the rural tradition around the bell ringers (zvončari). These 
three ‘embodied’ traditions of  celebrating carnival can be understood 
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as evoking a way of  local urban conservation that ‘strives to realize a 
sensuous, unmediated bodily experience of  space. The bodily experience 
of  space is said to be a “natural” basis of  sense of  place’ (Filippucci 2002, 
88). This comes especially to the fore in the bell ringers tradition. Dressed 
in sheepskin, colorful hats and with bells around the waist, groups of  
bell ringers from various places from Rijeka’s surrounding Kastov region 
march from village to village. Dancing and bumping each other’s hips 
in a rhythmical way, they arrive from the winter landscape to announce 
the spring in the various neighboring villages, while exorcizing evil forces. 
In a dynamic interactive performance with the villagers, ‘with variations 
distinctive to each village, the annual carnival bell ringers’ pageant 
is a way to strengthen bonds within the community and a valuable 
means of  renewing friendships among the towns in the region while 
integrating newcomers into its traditional culture,’ the UNESCO (2018) 
website presents the tradition. The bell ringers, moreover, brought the 
contemporary carnival festivities and masquerades from the countryside’s 
villages to the city. While the pageant of  the bell ringers is an old tradition 
connected to carnival festivities in the surrounding countryside, the 
contemporary Rijekan carnival as urban invented tradition thus draws its 
carnival branding on this old tradition ‘rooted’ in local culture too. This is 
not only established through assigning the bell ringers tradition a central 
position within the visual imagery of  the carnival, but also by the fact that 
this rural tradition was declared UNESCO Intangible Heritage in 2009 
(UNESCO 2018). The UNESCO recognition provides the city’s carnival 
historical rootedness and legitimization.394

The UNESCO recognition of  part of  Rijeka’s carnival tradition 
is important because of  the theme of  ‘suppression’ that is an important 
factor in the urban discourse and meaning-making of  Rijeka’s carnival. 
Various tourist and marketing publications on the festival mention that 
Rijeka’s carnival was suppressed several times during its history. This first 
happened in 1449. The same document that is considered to make notice 
of  the carnival for the first time, contains a provision of  the City Council 
prohibiting ‘the covering of  the face with a mask (with the exception 
of  guests of  the masked ball in Kaštel), which at that time was severely 
punished’ (Rijeka Turistička Zajednica Grada Rijeke, n.d.). Today’s 
official carnival’s website claims that the aim of  ‘that provision was to 
maintain public order and prevent a free criticism of  the government’ 
(ibid.). This historical happening is also linked to the contemporary motto 
of  Rijeka’s carnival, which is Krepat, ma ne molat! (‘Die but never give 
up’). Despite the suppression of  the festivities throughout history, so is 
claimed in these publications, it was in the outskirts of  Rijeka where the 
bell ringers continued their traditions and the ‘masquerading managed to 
preserve the love for the carnival tradition’ (Turistička Zajednica Grada 
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Rijeke 2009, 7). The bell ringers are presented here as Rijeka’s victory 
over past suppression of  its carnivalesque spirit: ‘The little bells of  the 
youngest bell ringers fill the air with the sounds of  the past, which will 
live forever’ (ibid., 3). 
 The restaging of  the carnival tradition was thus presented 
by the organizers and tourist board as a way to reclaim ownership to 
the city’s local historical traditions. This was moreover emphasized by 
framing Rijeka’s carnival as the city’s ‘Fifth Season’. The phenomenon 
of  a fifth season is not unique for Rijeka, but is well-known in carnival 
towns throughout Europe, especially in German and Austrian towns. 
The notion refers to a wider carnival custom in which the rule of  carnival 
towns during one moment in the year is transferred from the city council 
to a temporary carnival Mayor. During this period in which the symbolic 
keys of  the city gates are in hands of  this temporary Mayor, the regular 
laws and customs are replaced by carnival laws. This custom that is often 
interpreted as a city’s ‘fifth season’ is especially meant as counter voice 
against the political establishment. In Rijeka too, the signification of  a 
fifth season creates an autonomous moment outside regular historical 
and political experience – a moment in which the Rijekans establish their 
own values and regulations.
 Even though Rijeka’s carnival as celebrated today is a reinvented 
tradition that emerged in 1982, it proved to be a powerful instrument in 
heritagizing a local Rijekan historical intangible tradition. ‘Rather we gain 
access to the deeply rooted participation which Riječki Karneval represents. 
A carnival cannot be dictated, it is about freedom. A carnival cannot – 
finally – be superficial, it is about generations of  tradition,’ the ECoC bid 
book defined the meaning of  the carnival in 2016 (Team RI:2020 2016, 
30). The carnival assigns Rijeka the role of  meeting point of  various 
regional cultural cross-roads and as a city that will always continue to 
defend its urban independence. Increasingly in the last decade, Rijeka 
adapted international discourses of  intangible heritage preservation to 
establish its distinctive urban identity. 

rijeka suMMer nights: theater for the people

Perhaps one of  the most remarkable – at least most controversial - cultural 
programs that was initiated by the city of  Rijeka to stage a distinct cultural 
urban identity are the Riječke Ljetne Noći (RLN - Rijeka Summer Nights). 
The RLN were initiated by the municipality of  Rijeka, the Rijeka Tourist 
Board and the Hrvatsko Narodno Kazalište Ivan pl. Zajc (HNK – Croatian 
National Theater) in 2004. Starting as an urban cultural festival offering a 
diverse cultural program to the Rijekans and tourists during the summer 
months, the festival became highly controversial during the years, which 
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made the organization decide to rename the festival in 2018 into ‘Summer 
in the City.’ Following the cultural paths of  this summer festival from 
2004 onwards, provides a unique insight into the active cultural remaking 
of  the city by some of  Rijeka’s main cultural actors. This section focuses 
on the local political and public debates that were evoked by the RLN 
and explores how the festival engaged with Rijeka’s historical narratives.

The aim of  the RLN was to provide a diverse cultural program to 
Rijeka’s citizens of  theater, opera, dance, concerts and exhibitions during 
the months of  June and July. These performances did not only take place 
in the various theaters of  the city, among which the National Theater 
itself, but used the whole city as an urban theater. Performances took 
place in the open air: at Rijeka’s streets, squares, and in its abandoned 
factories and buildings. In so doing, the festival aimed to offer culture 
to Rijeka’s citizens as well as to open up known and unknown places of  
the city to ‘make its history more vivid’ (Best of  Croatia, n.d.). Although 
neither the 2013 cultural strategy, nor the 2016 RI:2020 bid book referred 
to the RLN as an existing cultural festival, they did however assign an 
important role to the National Theater and to its two intendants (Team 
RI:2020 2016, 6; City of  Rijeka 2013, 26-27). In the years following 
Rijeka’s ECoC nomination, the RLN came to play a central role in the 
city in discussions about the role of  culture in urban development issues 
and in the question how art and culture could help Rijeka to restage its 
urban narratives of  the past. This development was no coincidence since 
both intendants of  the HNK, Oliver Frljić and Marin Blažević, were also 
part of  the team that was developing the ECoC program.
 Oliver Frljić became the new director of  the Croatian National 
Theater in Rijeka in 2014, a function he would withdraw in 2016. 
Marin Blažević became the theater’s general manager and dramaturge, 
also in 2014. Although chapter 7 will elaborate in more depth on the 
personal and professional background of  the two intendants, in context 
of  their restaging of  the theater building within a wider Rijekan historical 
cultural narrative, here it is crucial to say a bit more on their visions on 
dramaturgy. Blažević has in particular been inspired by ‘intra-cultural’ 
dramaturgy that addresses inter-ethnic and inter-cultural dynamics 
and opens up political cultures within a society (Blažević 2017). What 
is more, for Frljić, theater is explicitly a way of  social engagement, 
and an instrument to change society. His aim is to make his audience 
aware of  what heterogeneity does in and for society, using the world as a 
theater (Frljić 2016). Both intendants, thus, consider theater as a dialogue 
between themselves as theater makers and the audience about the current 
state of  the society they live in. Their visions on the role of  theater in 
everyday political society produced a type of  theater performances that 
was often considered as highly controversial. Already before their work 
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for the Rijekan HNK, their performances and theater productions aimed 
to open up critical discussion of  the ever-nationalizing societies of  the 
post-Yugoslav countries and directly and indirectly criticized Croatia’s 
national politicians – Frljić’s Balkan Trilogy (2008-2011) has been the 
most significant and controversial example. Bringing this critical style 
to Rijeka, as one of  the largest and most important ‘national’ Croatian 
state theaters, raised resistance at Zagreb’s national Ministry of  Culture. 
Among other responses, Croatia’s then minister of  culture Zlatko 
Hasanbegović (member of  the right-wing HDZ party, minister in 2016) 
cut off the budgets for the theater for some time.395 When Frljić resigned in 
2016, Blažević continued his work for the HNK, however, waking people 
up on a less controversial way as before, still by means of  participating 
theater (Blažević 2017).
 Under Blažević’s supervision, the 2017 edition of  the Riječke Ljetne 
Noći made a remarkable call. It was ‘time for decisions!’, as the title of  
this RLN edition announced, and focused its program around a Theater 
Parliament. During the previous years, the festival had increasingly been 
developed under guidance of  the HNK. Blažević, as director of  the 
theater, aimed to position culture as an important angle of  the wider 
development of  the city, thus following the 2013 Cultural Strategy. By 
means of  discussing the future directions of  the RLN and of  the HNK 
more broadly, Blažević tended to set a wider agenda. On the theater’s 
website, Blažević announced that the goals of  the 2017 program were 
twofold:

The title of  this year’s Rijeka Summer Nights cannot be a more 
direct message than it is, a twofold one. The message being that 
the CNT Ivan pl. Zajc is ready for any decision on the future 
of  the Summer Festival except for the one that would cancel 
it, namely, the Theater sees new perspectives and has specific 
proposals. It is also a message to all involved in the funding of  the 
Summer Festival to join the discussion, decide and take on their 
part of  responsibility for the future of  the Rijeka Summer Nights 
(HNK Ivana pl. Zajca 2017d).

The announcement of  the 2017 summer program raised questions about 
whether the Rijekans and the financing (private) institutions wanted to 
continue the summer festival in the future, questioning both the financial 
structure and the program structure. As Blažević indeed told me in our 
interview, the theater was in financial problems at the moment he and 
Frljić were attracted. Their main task was to reorganize the financial 
management of  the theater, of  which the summer festival formed part. 
‘The idea of  the program is to openly discuss with our audiences about 
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our program, and anything related to the theater, the life of  the theater so 
to say’ (Blažević 2017). Indeed, during the Theater Parliament, the public 
audience and financial sponsors were invited to think with the theater 
intendants about the future of  the festival and the theater itself: ‘The time 
for decisions is also there for our audience. So, here you are, from comedy 
to tragedy, from the classical to the modern, from the theater for children 
to that forbidden for those under the age of  eighteen, from ballet solos to 
the opera spectacle, or, to make a long story short – from the Turbofolk to 
the Aida. This is the HNK Ivan pl. Zajc. These are our Rijeka Summer 
Nights’ (HNK Ivana pl. Zajca 2017d). 

The issue of  the financial survival of  the festival was, however, 
closely related to a rather political issue in which the director of  the 
theater wished to intervene. The summer festival for him, was an event 
that could raise social awareness among the citizens of  Rijeka in relation 
to their wider social and political environment. The RLN 2017 Theater 
Parliament was part of  a longer development during which the theater 
had functioned as a public forum for social and political discussion. 
During the previous two years, the RLN had aimed to establish 
partnerships with cultural institutions and festivals in the wider region, 
and had experimented with new programs and a participating form 
of  theater too, using the theater as an urban platform. ‘We worked on 
various methods of  performative interventions into discursive spaces of  
the theater – of  the city […]’ Blažević (2017) explained this idea of  the 
theater as a platform. The Rijekans have, in the eyes of  Blažević (2017), 
‘a history of  being in the opposition. Being resistant to the nationalistic 
discourses and politics and to conservative ideologies.’

Already from their early start in 2004 the RLN build on a tradition 
in which theater and dance performances are taking place around the city 
and its public spaces. The RLN of  2015 and 2016 presented a program 
that was wider than performing arts alone, and took an interdisciplinary 
approach to the Arts and Culture. During these years, attention also 
focused on the theater building itself. The 2015-2017 programs presented 
the HNK-Ivan pl. Zajc as urban forum, the ancient place where democracy 
and public debate flourished. The opening event of  the 2017 RLN for 
instance, was named ‘Theatre that breathes’ and invited Rijekans to 
discover a variety of  the program offered in the new cultural season, 
performed in the various spaces throughout the theater. The opening 
event offered access for the visitors into those spaces that normally stayed 
closed. ‘Together with you, our spectators,’ the organization promoted 
this event, we would like the Theater to breathe with full capacity, our 
Neo-Baroque auditorium to become an open city square, its corridors the 
streets and numerous rooms and halls crossroads, places of  the immediate 
encounter with artists’ HNK Ivana pl. Zajca 2017b). Indeed, the theater’s 
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press report stated that the visitors entered the building from all sides, 
overtaking all spaces, rooms, halls and offices, presenting the event as 
the people taking over the theater (HNK Ivana pl. Zajca 2017c). When 
in the theater, the visitors were invited to participate into the singing, 
music and dancing performances. Meanwhile, the visitors of  the office 
of  the general manager of  the theater were confronted by the Italian 
drama actor Giuseppe Nicodemo, who collected signatures for a petition 
to change the name of  the Tito Square, at which the theater was situated, 
into the Square of  Gabriele D’Annunzio. By so doing, the manifestation 
and performance in one, was a way to raise awareness for the nationalized 
landscape the HNK had always been subject to: as a continuing struggle 
between Italian and Croatian markers of  the nationalized urban 
landscape. The visitors were made aware of  this historical struggle and 
of  their own responsibilities in engaging with the socio-political history 
of  the city. 

The idea of  the theater acting as a place for social and historical 
engagement, was also suggested by the overall program of  the RLN. 
From 2015 until 2017, the RLN aimed for a series of  events which were 
enjoyable and which would breathe a summer mood, yet which did not 
neglect political concerns and ideological criticism. The 2017 edition, for 
example, included a wide range of  performances from stand-up comedy, 
to children’s theater, and classical pieces like Aida (as discussed in chapter 
2, Aida had also been the first opera on stage in this Theater in 1885). 
However, the program similarly included the theater performances 
Lampedusa Beach (on immigration, shipwreck and Mediterranean identity), 
Racconti di Costa e di Mare (together with Rijeka’s Italian community and 
Trieste’s Rossetti theater, about the experiences of  an Istrian identity) 
and Wrecked/Uništeno (about Tito, his official ‘Galeb’ ship, and John F. 
Kennedy). These performances all reflected on the historical and current 
issues at stake in the region (HNK Ivana pl. Zajca 2017a). The flyer of  
the 2015 edition was particular in that sense too. Although the title of  
this 2015 edition was Usprkos svemu! (Despite everything) – referring to 
the economic crisis, political marginalization and doubts, explained by 
Blažević (KanalRi 2015) – the flyer itself  showed a summer scene with 
citizens sunbathing on the urban waterfront, two of  them reading a red 
book titled Narodno Kazalište/Kazalište Narodu (‘National Theater/Theater 
for the people’) (Image 5.5). Understanding this image as referring to 
Mao’s red book, this scene could be read as presenting exactly this mix of  
an enjoyable summer mood and political and ideological criticism.

The idea that theater, and the arts and culture more broadly, did 
not only serve a function of  entertainment, but should activate citizens 
too in making them rethink their position in relation to the wider society 
in which they live, was informally institutionalized through the earlier 
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mentioned Theater Parliament. Already from 2014 onwards, Frljić and 
Blažević had regularly invited their audiences to exchange their experiences 
with the theater program, which should mainly be – as discussed above 
- a ‘theater for the people’. In July 2017 the first Theater Parliament was 
organized, to which those considered responsible for sustaining the HNK 
had been invited. To this first event, the various departments of  the HNK 
participated, as well as several ‘common’ Rijekans, representatives of  the 
city and the county. The Ministry of  Culture had not sent representatives 
(Cuculić 2017). Besides the ‘parliament’s’ function to decide upon the 
main lines of  future development of  the festival, the Theater Parliament 
also functioned as a strong symbol and instrument to improve public 
engagement. Therefore, the meetings of  the Theater Parliament were 
sustained. Its sessions function as a platform to discuss current issues of  
the theater. For example, half  a year later after this first session, another 
session discussed the themes of  language and gender in the theater 
curriculum (Borić 2017).
 This section has shown how the annual Rijeka Summer Nights 
started in 2004 as a key festival to open up known and unknown places 
in the city to the Rijekans and Rijeka’s summer visitors. As a cooperation 
between the municipality, the Rijeka tourist board and the Croatian 
National Theater in Rijeka, it aimed at making the city’s history more 
vivid through introducing the festival visitors to Rijeka’s urban landscape. 
Since 2014, the goals of  the RLN shifted towards using culture as a 
key force in the creation of  more politically socialized Rijekan citizens. 
The program of  the RLN was further developed under guidance of  
the two new HNK attendants Frljić and Blažević, and started from the 
idea that it was necessary to let the citizens participate in the decision-
making process on the future line of  the RLN and the HNK more 
broadly. This participatory effect of  the RLN was, however, much wider 
than concerning only the Theater. As an urban forum the RNL were 
instrumental for raising awareness among the Rijekans and wider theater 
audience of  their responsibility towards the political history of  Rijeka, as 
well as towards the nationalizing discourses and politics in contemporary 
Croatia. The festival, thus, took a forceful and controversial position 
in the city-making process of  Rijeka. Not only functioned the RNL to 
make citizens know their city and its urban landscape, but, moreover, the 
festival aimed at teaching Rijekans the responsibilities of  being a Rijekan 
urban citizen. The RNL were a cultural instrument to make Rijekans 
reconsider their political experiences of  cityness. 
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conclusion

This chapter has examined how a distinct sense of  Rijekan cityness has 
recently been rediscovered as subject of  cultural projects of  urban renewal 
and city-branding. It showed, thus, how Rijekan senses of  cityness were not 
only embedded in urban historical narratives, but were actively restaged 
in local marketing and culture projects for the city in the 1990s and 
2000s, to be increasingly energized by the city’s nomination as European 
Capital of  Culture. By exploring the process, the mechanisms, and motifs 
of  heritagization of  Rijeka’s urban imaginations by contemporary city-
makers, my research showed how such contemporary city-making projects 
did not only serve a purpose of  hope for recovery of  the local cultural 
economy, but – by cultivating Rijeka as a site of  ‘cultural rebellion’ - 
served in particular to regain ideological ownership of  their city that was 
subject to Europeanized discourses and nationalizing tensions in Croatia 
and the region.
 This study has explored the paths towards the heritagization 
of  Rijeka as an imagined city of  cultural rebellion, against the wider 
context of  its ‘socialist’ and post-socialist ‘transitional’ urban experiences. 
Memories of  Rijeka’s particular position as one of  the main industrial 
port cities of  Yugoslavia and as gateway to the ‘West’ retrieved urban 
narratives around the profound success in Rijeka of  the socialist labor 
system that depended on the Yugoslav ‘brotherhood and unity’ politics. 
This provided the city with a new distinct urban narrative within a 
socialist context. The emergence of  urban narratives in which Rijeka 
was presented as a city with a distinct rock and punk scene, further re-
invoked Rijeka’s reputation of  a culturally rebellious city. These urban 
imaginations were cultivated in context of  the city’s post-socialist 
‘transitional’ experiences too. The critiques towards the Europeanizing 
and nationalizing forces of  the transitions were in particular formulated 
in urban spaces which turned into symbolic battlefields in the struggle 
for local self-determination of  citizens – a struggle guided by the region’s 
strong NGO network and civil society. Rijeka’s post-1990s model of  urban 
governance was conditioned by this critique: the cultural and political 
scene of  contemporary city-makers has its roots in the post-Yugoslav civil 
society and ‘Right to the city’ movements. Rijeka after Yugoslavia was on 
the one hand thus formed by its experiences of  the socialist urban past 
as well as by post-Yugoslav transition experiences. Yet, at the same time, 
Rijeka’s post-1990s city-making processes were also inspired by urban 
imaginations in which the city was presented as having taken a distinct 
path – both during socialism and during the transition period.
 This municipal scene of  cultural and political actors stood 
on the forefront of  creating a Rijekan cultural policy from the 2010s 
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onwards. The cultural regeneration of  Rijeka was institutionalized in 
2013, through its Cultural Strategy, which advocated the city as a place 
which had embraced the arts and culture as core values. I explored three 
projects of  urban heritagization, which elaborated the aims set in the 
cultural strategy. Rijeka’s candidacy to become ECoC in 2020 highly 
energized the urban renewal plans – a process I analyzed through 
critically examining the ‘Port of  Diversity’ motto. This showed, on the 
one hand, how the ECoC team cultivated historical narratives of  their 
city within a new Europeanized discourse to win the ECoC bid. On the 
other hand, the branding process of  Rijeka as a ‘Port of  Diversity’ also 
formed a critique towards the simplified narrative of  EU institutional 
discourses of  inclusivity and diversity. Rijeka’s bid book highlighted the 
need to consider its themes of  diversity as something to work ‘on’, rather 
than to believe in. What is more, Rijeka’s carnival tradition cultivated 
historical narratives of  the urban past by adapting international discourses 
of  intangible heritage preservation, in order to fashion a distinct urban 
cultural sense of  cityness in which the city was presented as a place in 
which citizens chose their own paths. Finally, a discussion of  the Rijeka 
Summer Nights (RNL) showed how the festival not only functioned to 
make citizens know their city and its cityscape. As an urban forum the 
RNL were instrumental for raising awareness among the Rijekans and 
wider theater audience of  their urban responsibility of  taking a critical 
position towards the history of  their city and the political scene of  today.
 The chapter has also highlighted how the distinct narratives 
of  Rijeka’s urban past were assigned cosmopolitan meaning within a 
cultural-political European discourse in which the ‘post-socialist city in 
transition’ functioned as nodal vision for the making of  a European society 
‘united in diversity.’ These border imaginations of  Rijeka were eagerly 
instrumentalized by the city-makers to generate the financial and political 
goodwill to regenerate their city. Meanwhile, the cosmopolitanized 
discourse projected on their city was actively criticized to activate local 
social change. For Rijeka’s cultural scene, the city-making process was an 
intellectual project of  rethinking common experiences, responsibilities, 
discourses of  empowerment, and imaginations of  their relation to the 
city and national governments. The acts of  city-making discussed in this 
chapter, can thus be considered as acts of  cultural citizenship. The cultural 
projects and performances of  cityness create a new - and literally creative 
– entrance into the debate how citizens can critically relate themselves 
to the (local, national, and European) political structures that surround 
them.
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On beaches and literary cafes.
Embodying the 

microcosms of  Trieste
396

‘This is a strange beach’. The documentary L’Ultima Spiaggia (The Last 
Resort) opens with this observation from one of  the older regulars of  el 
Pedocin – as Trieste’s beach is called in local dialect (Anastopoulos and 
Del Degan 2016). Surprisingly, in saying this the man does not seem 
to be referring to the beach’s best known characteristic, namely the 
wall dividing the female and male sections, which has so often been 
described as ‘the last remaining wall in Europe’ (Ferzetti 2016; Anon. 
2016; Franck-Dumas 2016).397 Following the appearance of  the film, 
national and international newspapers referred to the well-known urban 
image of  Trieste as ‘cosmopolitan border city’. For these newspapers, it 
was only a small imaginative step from the concrete wall on the Pedocin 
to Trieste’s historical position as a border city. The Pedocin is situated 
on the Adriatic shore near the center of  Trieste, a city that – despite or 
maybe because of  its being sited at the border(s) of  empires, nation states 
and Cold War geopolitics – has long been imagined as cosmopolitan, 
open towards difference and cultural interaction. Notwithstanding the 
historical significance of  walls and borders in this context, viewers of  
L’Ultima Spiaggia soon learn that the old beachgoer is commenting not on 
the dividing wall, but the fact that despite the blowing wind, the seawater 
hardly shows any ripples. In this chapter, I explore how specific urban 
sites were attributed key places for the active remaking of  cultural urban 
narratives of  Trieste.

The Pedocin beach is frequently inscribed with distinct 
characteristics that reinforce broader cultural urban imaginations of  Trieste 
as a cosmopolitan border city. As the example of  L’Ultima Spiaggia’s critical 
reception indicates, the cultural representation of  the Pedocin beach on 

Chapter 6
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film can help us to critically reflect on how such urban imaginaries are 
historically constructed and assigned wider meaning by an invocation of  
‘everyday-ness’ at this particular urban site. Whereas Trieste’s cultural 
imaginings of  cosmopolitan sites have focused in particular around the 
historical importance of  Trieste’s literary cafes, as I have also addressed 
in chapter 5, Trieste’s beaches, and the Pedocin beach in particular, 
have recently come under renewed attention in the cultural imaginings 
of  Trieste – a development reflected in the 2016 documentary L’Ultima 
Spiaggia, directed by Thanos Anastopoulos and Davide Del Degan and 
produced by Nicoletta Romeo. This chapter takes this documentary as 
the starting point for a broader consideration of  Trieste’s urban sites of  
‘cosmopolitan’ encounter, using the cafe and beach as spatial laboratories 
within which to critically explore contemporary imaginations Trieste’s 
distinct sense of  cityness.

As ‘the only place of  enjoyment that the human species has 
discovered in nature’, as Lefebvre ([1974] 1991, 384) has noticed, beaches 
are often considered as ultimate places of  leisure where ‘the body tends 
to behave as a differential field’, and abandons the everyday practices 
and structures of  urban life (ibid.).398 Indeed, especially in urban contexts, 
the city beach is presented by scholars as a microcosm of  urban society 
– a micro-public that is a site of  cultural exchange, destabilization and 
transformation (Sandercock 2003; Amin 2002; Watson 2006) – where 
urban cultural citizenship is negotiated (Freeman 2002; Gibson 2001), 
turning the beach into public spaces of  encounter with otherness. Cafe 
spaces and in particular coffeehouses have likewise been described as fluid 
spaces of  everyday life where opinions gathered - often being presented as 
the urban places where descriptions of  ‘the public’ were first and are still 
recorded (Ashby, Gronberg and Shaw-Miller 2013; Heise 1987; Laurier 
and Philo 2006, 2007). Although coffeehouses are considered places of  
encounter between various social classes, they are often - in contrast to 
beaches - described as elite places, and idealized – most famously described 
by Habermas ([1962] 1991, 32-33) - as intellectual salons which were as 
such key places for the development of  the modern civil city. Following 
Wilson (2017, 451), who has highlighted how conceptualizations of  the 
‘urban encounter’ are often empty signifiers, this chapter will critically 
engage the ‘encounter’ as not only a ‘general term for meeting’ – an 
idea that is inherent to cosmopolitan discourses – but also ‘a conceptually 
charged construct.’ It explores the historical and affective dynamics 
that have attributed the beach and the cafe key places for experiencing 
Triestine urban encounters.
 This chapter explores the city-making dynamics at Trieste’s 
Caffè San Marco and Pedocin beach as places of  urban encounter, 
critically examining the cosmopolitanized discourse of  Trieste’s urban 
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identity. I understand these places as crucial urban heritage sites, and 
am in particular interested in the affective practices that make these sites 
into key places for experiencing a distinct sense of  Triestine cityness. In 
so doing, I build on recent heritage research that not only reads heritage 
through textual readings and representational narrative accounts, but also 
calls for a reading of  heritage as an embodied practice, engaging with 
experience, senses, affective materialities and atmospheres of  the heritage 
landscape (Tolia-Kelly, Waterton and Watson 2017; Waterton 2014). 
Exploring the affective politics – thus ‘posit a politics that is propelled, 
moved, and mobilized by a range of  feelings, affordances and capacities’ 
– provides a way to explore those identitary dynamics and understandings 
of  the past which have overall remained outside ‘conventional renderings 
of  the heritage debate’ (Tolia-Kelly, Waterton and Watson 2017, 2). In 
the case of  Trieste’s literary cafes and beaches, I examine the ‘more-
than-representational’ embodied practices with the heritage landscape, 
yet explicitly put these in dialogue with the meanings attributed to these 
urban heritage sites in textual sources. The chapter shows how recent 
voices and cultural representations of  Caffè San Marco and the Pedocin 
beach address the everyday experiences, senses and atmospheres at these 
sites and in doing so move away from poetic elite imaginations that have 
fashioned cultural narratives of  Trieste. 

My analysis of  the politics of  affect at Trieste’s cafes and beaches 
draws on a body of  sources that includes both textual representations of  
these sites, such as literary reflections and newspaper articles, as well as 
body of  ‘more-than-representational’ sources such as the documentary 
film L’Ultima Spiaggia, and interviews with the film directors and Caffè 
San Marco’s current management. The chapter first explores how 
Trieste’s imagination as cosmopolitan border city is deeply embedded 
in its urban cafe space and its sea landscape. The second part of  the 
analysis deeper examines the politics of  affect around these two types 
of  urban heritage sites. I explore the renewed affective dynamics at 
Caffè San Marco in creating an atmosphere of  a historical literary cafe, 
and examine how a recent documentary film visualizes the everyday 
experiences and embodied border experiences at the Pedocin beach. 
My examination of  the affective politics around Trieste’s urban sites of  
heritage shows how recent voices and cultural representations in Trieste 
move the ‘cosmopolitan’ experiences at these sites away from poetic elite 
representations as sites of  intellectual encounter, towards a sense of  the 
cosmopolitan encounter which is for them enclosed in the capacity of  the 
triestini to move in between the different political and historical worlds that 
have always surrounded their city.
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iMagining historical literary cafes

My discussion in this chapter of  sites of  urban encounter draws upon 
a public and scholarly discursive tradition in which Trieste’s distinct 
experiences of  cityness are inscribed into particular places of  the city. In 
the previous chapters, I have explored how Trieste’s sense of  cityness – 
often referred to as triestinità - is a historically constructed phenomenon 
of  urban place-making. Probably the most famous places to ‘experience’ 
Trieste are for both triestini and tourists Trieste’s historical literary cafes. 
These are presented as the places where to encounter the historical 
Trieste – a Trieste of  Habsburg nostalgia and meeting point for writers 
and intellectuals (Discover Trieste Online, n.d.a.; Carabelli 2019). The 
literary cafes are especially framed by the local tourist board as the 
historical places of  encounter where to taste the city’s coffee tradition 
and to order your capo in b in the Triestine way.399 Since several years, the 
Trieste tourist board promotes coffee walking tours and presents historical 
cafes such as Caffè Tommaseo or Caffè degli Specchi as must-sees in the city. 
What is more, following the restaged fame of  the historical cafes, there 
have recently opened new ‘cafes with books’ such as the Caffè dei Libri or 
Lettera Viva (Image 6.1). In this first section I explore the historical place-
making process at stake at Trieste’s literary cafes. The section traces the 
experiences of  cityness attached to the literary cafes. It then explores how 
these urban imaginaries increasingly focused to Trieste’s historical Caffè 
San Marco from the 1990s onwards, until today promoted to tourist as 
the city’s most famous cafe.

Trieste’s historical place-making phenomenon has its roots 
in Trieste’s extensive literary tradition in which the literary ‘self ’ is 
inscribed onto the city (Pizzi 1996, 2001, 2007). As I described in more 
detail in chapter 1, for local novelists, autobiography is instrumental in 
the construction of  a local literary identity. Trieste’s writers ‘succeed in 
transforming Trieste into a landscape of  the mind, a city shaped by the 
authors’ personal experiences, a city where cafes, streets and squares all 
take on symbolic significance’, as Pizzi and others have argued (Pizzi 
1996, 54; Ara and Magris [1982] 2007; Campanile 2006). Such a 
suggestive imaginative cityscape of  a Trieste that once was, was adopted 
to lend meaning to what scholars have famously referred to as triestinità 
(‘Triestenness’).
  Trieste’s cafes and beaches are important topoi in the urban 
imaginings of  Trieste, embodying a particular element of  the city’s 
triestinità. Especially Trieste’s literary cafes have historically been imagined 
as important sites of  urban encounter, and continue to be today. As I 
have for instance discussed in chapter 1, they most famously emerged 
in the literary productions about interwar Trieste. For instance, Trieste’s 



Image 6.1 – Trieste’s new literary cafes: Lettera Viva in the Viale XX Settembre (2019).
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historical cafes emerged in the works of  Svevo and Saba, and functioned 
in Stuparich’s Trieste nei miei ricordi ([1948] 2004) as embodiment of  Trieste 
as political border city. In this latter book, Trieste’s historic cafes function 
as memory sites of  the city’s irredentist past, and turned into imaginative 
cityscapes where Trieste’s writers and cultural figures continued life in a 
timeless space accompanied with the ghosts of  the past while hiding from 
the outside political Fascist and Nazi world. The literary cafes historically 
emerged as a-political spaces of  reclaiming triestinità within times of  
political turmoil. 

Such literary representations of  Trieste’s cafes found resonance 
especially in later publications about Trieste from the 1990s onwards. It 
was also during this decade that Caffè San Marco – the historical coffeehouse 
at Via Battisti, next to the synagogue - became a well-known public site 
of  Trieste’s cultural heritage of  historical cafes. Claudio Magris invoked 
the historical representations about Trieste’s literary cafes for instance in 
his literary depictions of  Caffè San Marco. In the opening chapter of  his 
mosaic of  stories about Trieste and its surroundings, Microcosmi ([1997] 
2000, 3), he introduced this cafe as a ‘Noah’s Ark, where there’s room for 
everyone – no one takes precedence, no one is excluded – for every couple 
seeking shelter in a downpour and even for the partnerless.’ This metaphor 
of  the cafe as a Noah’s Ark is sustained throughout the chapter. The 
author emphasizes the inclusive attitude at the place, by commemorating 
the real and fictional historical figures that have collocated there, their 
conversations and visions of  the world, and presents as such the cafe as a 
place where to hide for the flood outside its cafe windows. First, this flood 
is presented as the stormy, rainy weather but soon emerges as a flood of  
‘false prophets’ of  ideologies and political promises (11). The cafe then 
becomes a timeless place of  cosmopolitan encounter, a waiting room of  
time passing by and a journey to salvation. The ark stands for hope of  
salvation for a better future. Often, literary representations of  Caffè San 
Marco tend to capture the cafe dynamics through elements of  sense, for 
instance through the emotions and sentiments that fled by the bora wind. 
As happens in Daria Squillante’s novel Caffè San Marco. Il gioco del senso 
(2005), the cafe becomes the narrator which sees along its many tables 
passing-by time. This is a process in which the wind is presented as a bora 
of  emotions and blows away all sentiments and emotions of  time – a 
process in which present and past blur into an infinite future. The cafe in 
its historical existence as literary cafe offers the city a cosmopolitan urban 
space – a timeless zone of  intellectual exchange. 
 Within a wider discursive tradition in which Trieste’s urban 
identity is inscribed into particular places of  the city, Trieste’s literary cafes 
have thus received a central role. Obviously, key in understanding the 
Triestine urban space of  the historical cafe, is the historical fact that these 



Image 6.2 – Interior of Caffè San Marco (2019).
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are the sites where the urban imaginaries of  Trieste have been brought 
to life. Historically indeed, around the tables of  the city’s cafes writers 
and intellectuals created their literary cityscapes: the cafe space was a 
place not so much where the writing took place, but where the intellectual 
encounters happened. As such, the cafes play a key role in Trieste’s urban 
imaginations that rely on a tradition in which the self  is inscribed onto 
the city: the cafes are timeless spaces where past and present blur into 
one, but also the places where the words are found and written down 
which formulate hope for the city’s future. What this section showed so 
far is that the meaning of  Trieste’s cafes emerged by this tension between 
being everyday spaces of  urban encounter for the city’s writers and the 
imagined cityscapes to which these spaces inspire. This tension turned out 
to be key in the experiences and framing of  the Triestine historical Caffè 
San Marco. In what follows, I will discuss how from the 1990s onwards 
the Triestine historical Caffè San Marco became a central place in local 
public discussions around Trieste’s sense of  cityness.

caffè san Marco 
as cultural institution protected By its writers 
As I stated above, the historical Caffè San Marco became from the 1990s 
onwards subject to local public discussions around Trieste’s sense of  
cityness. Indeed, the cafe appeared in several literary representations of  
famous and less-famous Triestine authors. ‘Language has crossed these 
spaces in the form of  literature,’ observed also Mauro Covacich (2006, 
29) in his literary city guide Trieste Sottosopra.400 In this book he addressed 
the experiences in Caffè San Marco especially from a perspective of  the 
‘everyday’ practice of  language – for Covacich about the ways Triestini 
order their coffees in this famous coffeehouse. In what follows, I explore 
how Caffe San Marco became that central to local public discussions 
during the 1990s and 2000s. By so doing, this analysis reveals how the 
image of  the cafe has consciously been restaged during the last two 
decades, which also turned the Caffè San Marco into a critical laboratory 
of  poetic elite imaginaries of  Trieste as a cosmopolitan city.
 Caffè San Marco is nowadays in particular remembered for its 
turbulent opening years around 1914. ‘It was inaugurated in 1914 and 
soon became the spiritual center of  the city. […] It is also said that the 
Caffè was an informal “headquarters” where the anti-Austrian were 
facilitated to escape in Italy,’ the European Historic Cafes Association 
(EHICA Online, n.d.) writes for example, counting Caffè San Marco as 
one of  its members. The opening of  the cafe, named after the first owner 
Marco Lovrinovich, had initially been complicated by the Habsburg 
city administration, problematizing first the many existing cafes in the 
direct neighborhood and later the intended name of  the establishment 
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too – ‘Marco’ after the Venetian patron and symbol of  Italian irredentist 
struggle was too suspicious (Vinci and Vinci 2014). The interior of  the 
new cafe initially presented to the visitor a Viennese coffeehouse, yet on 
second sight, the visitor could recognize the decorations demonstrating 
the irredentist motives of  the owner and its cafe regulars.401 The cafe was 
closed and devastated in May 1915, due to the irredentist activities and 
‘in name of  Habsburg patriotism’ (ibid., 46). Lovrinovich was imprisoned, 
and when the cafe reopened in 1919 it opened as part of  an Italian 
city. During the interwar years, Caffè San Marco was one of  the cafes 
appearing in the urban autobiographies of  Trieste’s writers, as mentioned 
earlier. In January 1994, the owner organized a grand celebration for 
Caffè San Marco’s 80th anniversary. Il Piccolo reported about these 
festivities, remarking that the café ‘has suffered the violence of  political 
criminals’ (Salvini 1994a, 10). Trieste’s writers were here presented as 
key figures in the historical and present culture of  the cafe, as comes to 
the fore in the way the reporter introduced ‘Claudio Magris and Fulvio 
Tomizza, symbols of  the Triestine culture which in Caffè San Marco has 
experienced some of  the most significant moments’ (ibid.).402

 The image presented here of  Caffè San Marco is a known one 
– recognizable for the narratives of  Trieste’s cafes as sites of  intellectual 
literary encounter during periods of  political turmoil in the city. Yet, 
there is an additional element that gave rise to the particularity of  Caffè 
San Marco and which added to the rise of  the cafe as one of  the best-
known Triestine literary cafes. From the 1990s onwards, the person of  the 
Triestine writer-figure became part of  a public cult around the literary 
Caffè San Marco. This dynamic came particularly to the fore during the 
recurrent imminent closure of  the cafe during these years and - as I think 
is fair to say – is also instigated by it. In 1997 for instance, the imminent 
closure evoked a renewed attention for the cafe. After the suicide of  
Mario De Vita in September 1996, the cafe owner who had restored 
the interior of  the place in 1989 into its original 1914 status, Trieste’s 
letterati – its writers, the ‘amici del caffè’ club Gambrinus - and the Fai 
(Fondo per l’ambiente italiano) campaigned to save Caffè San Marco from 
closure, which was the result of  problems with the cafe license (Magris 
1996; Maranzana 1996; Vinci 1996). All make a plea for the salvation of  
the ‘internationally renowned historical and artistic heritage of  the city of  
Trieste’ that they assigned the cafe (Constantinides 1997; Il Piccolo 1997a, 
1997b, 1997c).403 Trieste’s letterati thus assigned a cultural ownership to 
the cafe, as a spherical place that embodied a local ‘historical-artistic’ 
heritage. During those years, such a literary-intellectual sphere often 
came to the fore in descriptions of  the cafe as a place increasingly visited 
by youngsters and students to study ‘in meditation’.404 

In a similar manner, during the years that followed, Claudio 
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Magris became important in modeling the cafe into a memory place 
of  triestinità. An event in November 2001, for instance, highlights the 
influence of  Magris on the public image of  Caffè San Marco. When a 
historical organization intended to organize a private party in the cafe, 
where it had invited a former SS fighter for a lecture, this gave rise to a 
tumultuous public discussion initiated by Magris. The author instructed 
to remove his portrait from Caffè San Marco in occasion of  this party, 
because he did not want to be associated with a former SS fighter. The 
visit conflicted with the historical sphere in the cafe, so the author declared 
– a statement after which also the owner of  the cafe and Trieste’s Mayor 
hastened to share their displeasure as well as the message that the private 
dinner was canceled (Ernè 2001; Boria 2001; Filippi 2001). During the 
years that followed, Magris was important for the image of  Caffè San 
Marco too. He was even made into a public patron of  the cafe since 
he was one of  the place’s most loyal clients. When after years of  decay 
of  the cafe, the Assicurazioni Generali – since decades the owner of  the 
building – had problems with attracting a new manager for the place, 
closure impended. It was, finally, the Triestine author who made on May 
29, 2013 a call in the national newspaper Corriere della Sera to save this 
in history and atmosphere unique urban site. The call, which did not 
remain local but also reached the pages of  The Guardian (Davies 2013), 
was more than successful. After a long quest, the cafe was reopened in 
2014. New associates were the Triestine family Delithanassis (from Greek-
Jewish origins, as the son Delithanassis repeatedly emphasized during our 
interview), who owned a small publishing house and bookshop not far 
from Caffè San Marco. They reopened the cafe a hundred years after the 
first opening - restoring the San Marco in its old early-twentieth century 
glory (Image 6.2). 

The cafe’s interior has since been renovated. It hosts a successful 
bookshop, a program with lectures, and again turned into a vivid cafe that 
is visited by a wide intellectual and non-intellectual audience from all over 
Trieste and all parts of  Europe. The role and position of  the writer-figure 
in the urban imagination of  Caffè San Marco remains central – yet, has 
made a meaningful shift. Trieste’s writers do not only ‘create’ the cafe as 
an intellectual atmosphere which appears in the historical imaginations 
of  the city. Trieste’s writers started to use the urban imaginations to 
protect the cafe as a material urban place too, and which they needed to 
fight for to keep it opened.

‘these are all eleMents that give life to the cafe’
The Caffè San Marco has historically received meaning as a cultural 
institution in the city and, simultaneously, is most of  all a business that 
needs to stay in financial health to remain opened. This element of  
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entrepreneurship is in itself  a reinforcing aspect of  how the cafe would 
‘breathe’ a sense of  triestinità. In context of  my wider aim in this chapter 
to understand how Caffè San Marco has become a central urban site 
to ‘experience’ the sense of  Trieste, I wanted to know more about how 
the current managers of  Caffè San Marco deal with the public image of  
their cafe in relation to the urgency to operate a successful cafe business. 
I therefore interviewed Alexandros Delithanassis, since 2014 manager 
of  the cafe, and Loriana Ursich, since that same year manager of  the 
inside bookshop Libreria San Marco.405 In what follows, I want to reflect 
on two elements that came to the fore during these interviews and which 
my interviewees considered as key aspects of  Caffè San Marco’s current 
success, yet didn’t exist before 2014: the Libreria San Marco and the antico 
Caffè San Marco trademark.

When I asked Alexandros Delithanassis, who runs the cafe since 
2014, how he became interested in Caffè San Marco he answered me as 
follows:

[With my father] we opened this Caffè San Marco. We have done 
it opposite to what one does in modern times, let’s say. That is to 
open a bar in bookshops. We have opened, instead, a bookshop in 
a grand historic cafe. Which was closed because nobody wanted, 
it was too difficult. Because there is this word ‘literary’, right? It 
is a typical literary cafe, though. This business…. it is not always 
recommended with literature (Delithanassis 2018).406

Delithanassis seems to refer here to the difficult years Caffè San Marco 
went through before 2014 - a difficulty that, according to him, was 
related to the historical allocation of  the cafe as a place of  ‘literature’. In 
Delithanassis’ words, the literary business was a highly difficult market. 
Whereas bookshops nowadays often choose to bring a cafe inside the shop 
in order to widen its audience, the new manager of  Caffè San Marco 
brought the bookshop to his cafe – a choice that might be obvious, since 
he and his father were active in the publishing industry for many years. 
Father and son Delithanassis owned a new-scientist publishing house and 
small bookshop, which, like the Caffè San Marco during the early 2000s 
had difficulties to remain profitable. Delithanassis and his father realized 
that the literary aspect characterizing the cafe should remain, yet to be 
transformed towards a different outlook. 
 Remarkably, Delithanassis turned the cafe into a profitable 
business by combining the two businesses – the cafe and the bookshop. 
The bookshop, for him, seems to be key in the success of  the cafe, since 
it brought a contemporary and modern solution for the ‘old-fashioned’ 
literary cafe. Moreover, bringing in the bookshop enunciated a strong 
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consciousness of  the image and reputation of  the cafe within a broader 
image of  Trieste. When I asked Loriana Ursich, who manages Libreria 
San Marco, to tell me about this decision to open a bookshop in the cafe, 
she responded: 

Caffè San Marco is a sacred religion, there was nothing to be 
achieved. The bookshop actually returned that what was the 
origin of  the San Marco. San Marco has always been a meeting 
point for people of  culture, a multicultural place – there existed 
4 or 5 different newspapers under the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
[which could be consulted at the San Marco] (Ursich 2018).407 

Ursich suggests here that the bookshop was able to return ‘that what was 
the origin of  San Marco.’ She then lists those elements that she considers 
characteristic for the cafe’s origins: a place of  encounter between people 
of  culture, a multicultural ambience – two elements that she connects 
with the city’s Habsburg past. 

During my conversation with Delithanassis too, the cafe owner 
recurrently highlighted the multiculturality of  his clients, as well as his 
own background, being of  Greek origin and Jewish, even turning this 
point into a recurrent trope during our interview. Later in my interview 
with Ursich, the librarian returned to the issue of  the cafe’s multicultural 
clientele in a different way, namely by emphasizing that with the new 
owner, the staff had fully changed: The staff now exists of  young educated 
people, who at least speak two or three languages – in triestino they 
probably don’t know how to respond, but they are prepared to host an 
international audience, so Ursich (2018) remarked. The bookshop thus 
returns to the cafe a sphere of  multicultural encounter, which has been 
associated with its past as Habsburg coffeehouse. 

Rather than asking whether, with the act of  restaging, this 
imperial multicultural ambience might had been lost, I am interested in 
the question what this Habsburg ambience then serves for. An explanation 
can be found in what Giulia Carabelli (2019) has characterized as the 
restaged ‘atmosphere of  empire’ around Trieste’s coffeehouses. Willingly 
and unwillingly restaging an atmosphere of  the Habsburg empire to 
today’s coffeehouses of  Trieste, Carabelli has shown, functions to engineer 
nostalgic Habsburg expectations of  tourists. Meanwhile, she shows how 
this practice is for Trieste’s entrepreneurs a way to reclaim stewardship 
to the nostalgic historical narratives projected on their city and its urban 
heritage. The reflections of  my interviewees about the restaging of  Caffè 
San Marco correspond with these two explanations. Both the argument 
by Delithanassis that bringing the bookshop into the cafe was an act 
opposite from what is normally done, as well as the claim by Ursich that 
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this enabled to return an ambience to the cafe that was so characteristic 
for Trieste, ‘corresponds to the need to create new narratives in which 
the city is no longer […] a marginal player but rather […] becomes a 
key partner in designing, developing, and guiding new economic ventures 
in Italy and central Europe’ (ibid., 390). This practice locates ‘home 
squarely in Trieste and ask[s] for its citizens to stop looking outward and 
concentrate on what the city might offer for a prosperous future’ (ibid.).
 This explanation assumes a tension between maintaining a 
local particularity on the one hand and an interest to go along with the 
demands of  the clients and international visitors of  Trieste and the cafe 
on the other hand. Indeed, this tension was regularly brought to the 
fore during the interviews. When asking Ursich to reflect on her idea 
of  a caffè letterario, whether the meaning has changed, and whether she 
thought that such a denotation had a self-promoting effect, she provided 
a surprising realistic outlook on the nostalgia that surrounds Caffè San 
Marco as literary cafe. After having emphasized the cafe’s role as ‘living 
room [salotto] … in the sense of, as an extension of  one’s own personal 
space’ (Ursich 2018), she continued:

The image of  the literary cafe is very important for Caffè San 
Marco, in my opinion. With this new management, it has now 
become an integral part. And it is part of  its characteristics. I 
think that taking away or changing something, would again 
change the life of  the cafe. It is a literary cafe, because it is a 
place where people meet, in any case they talk here about books. 
Anyway, there meet people who make culture, who take care of… 
[culture]. That is sure from this point of  view. But it is objectively 
one of  the cafe’s characteristics. It is not that we don’t invent 
anything. It is an important element, as important as – a refined 
and particular cuisine. One that makes pasticceria, made every day 
by our pastry chef  [pasticciera]. These are all elements that give life 
to the cafe. And now they are all important in the same way.408

In the citation above, Ursich emphasized the importance of  the image 
of  the cafe as a literary place, which has again been restaged by the 
new manager. Interestingly, her considerations also suggested that the 
historical image of  San Marco as a place of  urban encounter has started 
to develop its own path. The historical image of  the literary cafe, brings 
as much success and authenticity to the place as the fact that they produce 
their own pasticcerie. ‘All these elements […] give life to the cafe.’

A similar tension between local particularity and demands of  an 
international clientele – relating also to questions of  authenticity - arose 
when Ursich elaborated on the selection of  book titles in her shop. With 
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enthusiasm, the librarian told me about the types of  books she selected 
for the bookshop, of  which a key section has been dedicated to books 
about and related to the city of  Trieste. This type of  book is bought, 
she explained, by ‘a medium-high type of  tourism. Because we are near 
the synagogue, so the tourists who come up to us are a cultured type of  
tourist, curious. If  not, there is another part of  tourism that stays around 
the Piazza [Unità] […]. There is a group of  clients that is renewed every 
week. […] It does not become a tourist corner, but it is experienced as a 
real bookshop’ (ibid.).409 Other than the books on Trieste, the bookshop 
is specialized in ‘la buona letteratura’ (the high literature): philosophy, 
humanities and history, mainly from small publishing houses. ‘They make 
products of  the highest quality but with a limited market which at us finds 
a proper customer’ (ibid.).410 Thus, the librarian is much aware of  the 
type of  book the visitors want to find in her bookshop. In the books they 
buy they will be confirmed in the self-fulfilling prophecy that is Trieste’s 
cosmopolitan urban imagination – still, it looks like a ‘real bookshop’. 
This local marketing strategy simultaneously allows for maintaining the 
type of  literature that the librarian considers to be typical for Trieste: 
high literature from small publishing houses. In this way, the demands of  
the tourist market allow for sustaining an authentic sense of  local cityness.
 The rebranding as literary cafe is fortified by the merchandizing 
of  antico Caffè San Marco as trademark. Asked about what type of  cafe 
Delithanassis envisioned in 2014, he answered: 

Exactly this. […] It is a cafe… I call it an European cafe. Now 
I will explain my vision on cafes. A cafe has multiple aspects, as 
substance, and as social use, as space. […] A lot of  letterati come, 
film directors, artists, politicians come. And ordinary people, 
teachers come… a place where one encounters with people. We, 
for example, make our own espresso coffee [il caffè solo]. We don’t 
have any brand on our coffee, we are our brand. We have our 
own brand. If  you drink a coffee at the counter, it is a San Marco 
coffee, not Illy, it’s neither Hausbrandt, nor Segafredo… We do 
everything ourselves, we are a bit autarkic (Delithanassis 2018).411

Delithanassis described here how he considered and developed San 
Marco as trademark. Already in 1994, while having an eye on the future, 
the previous cafe-manager told Il Piccolo during the celebrations of  the 
80th anniversary of  Caffè San Marco about his plans to create a ‘Caffè 
San Marco brand’ in the near future, which would qualify the coffee, 
wines and pasticceria originating from the cafe as ‘made in Trieste’ (Salvini 
1994b, 14). The realization of  this plan had to wait until 2014. When 
Delithanassis registered antico Caffè San Marco as trademark, this served – 
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besides membership of  the European Historic Cafes Association - mainly 
to sell the cafe’s roasted coffee online, which indeed happens since 2019 
via Amazon. For Delithanassis, the antico Caffè San Marco trademark is more 
than a characteristic of  ‘a Trieste-brand’: the choice for an independent 
coffee brand assigns the cafe an important place in the urban experience, 
without which an ‘authentic’ urban experience would be incomplete.
 Caffè San Marco thus turned to the fore of  local public attention 
from the 1990s onwards, meanwhile being part of  a historical tradition 
of  a local sense of  Triestine cityness in which literary cafes have taken a 
central position from the early twentieth century on. Whereas Trieste’s 
literary cafes existed as places core to the urban imaginations of  Trieste – 
emerging as literary spaces of  urban encounter between the city’s writers 
and intellectuals and embodying Trieste’s cultural border experience – 
their importance returned in the 1990s as physical places of  Trieste’s 
past and values. This development was activated by two incentives. On 
the one hand it emerged from the conviction that Caffè San Marco had 
to be protected as spatial embodiment of  those elements that would 
characterize Trieste’s past. Trieste’s writers played a key role in this 
dynamic of  safeguarding triestinità. Their interventions to keep the San 
Marco as a Triestine place of  intellectual encounter served to prevent 
degradation of  the cafe as experience of  triestinità: either by preventing 
the cafe from closure, or by preventing it from hosting guests who would 
contravene the cafe’s cosmopolitan traditions.

On the other hand, the recent invocations of  Caffè San Marco 
as an intellectual cosmopolitan salon respond to expectations of  Trieste’s 
tourists who visited the Caffè San Marco and were charmed by images 
of  Trieste as literary cityscape and nostalgic Habsburg Mitteleuropean 
city. Instead of  remaining a cafe that depends on a clientele of  writers 
and intellectuals, the cafe management transformed the identifying 
imaginaries of  the cafe into a modern business model. This business model 
based on literary values and the imperial ambience of  a salotto, respected 
the authenticity of  the cafe and simultaneously used these experiences 
of  ‘urban authenticity’ to meet the expectations of  international tourists 
and young triestini – all in their own way expecting a literary ambience 
where being in this Triestine cafe atmosphere would lead to intellectual 
encounters and cultural inspiration. This analysis of  how Caffè San 
Marco became an important urban place that would reflect Trieste’s 
sense of  cityness, shows that this cafe is – as much as a site that remains 
speaking to the cosmopolitan imagination of  the city – a site that actively 
remakes the historical Triestine atmosphere and in so doing critically 
engages with the poetic elite imaginations of  Trieste as cosmopolitan city. 

Literary imaginations have historically been key to the fashioning 
of  Trieste’s cosmopolitan urban spaces. The San Marco case showed how 
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with the changing of  interests around the historical literary cafes, also the 
meaning of  the ‘literary’ has changed. This chapter has so far explored 
the urban place-making process at one of  Trieste’s key urban spaces – the 
literary cafe – and critically examined the imaginative (literary, political, 
and economic) and affective (memories, senses, atmospheres) processes 
that have created the circumstances in which these urban places were 
assigned an important role in a sense of  triestinità. In what follows, I will 
explore Trieste’s Pedocin beach, to which specific characteristics are 
often ascribed that reinforce broader cultural imaginations of  Trieste as 
a cosmopolitan city. Whereas Trieste’s dominant cultural imaginings of  
cosmopolitan sites have focused in particular around the above described 
historical importance of  Trieste’s literary cafes, Trieste’s beaches - and 
the Pedocin beach in particular - have recently come under renewed 
attention in the cultural imaginings of  Trieste.

iMagining the seas of trieste

The urban places of  encounter in the city – such as Trieste’s literary 
cafes - have always existed in interaction with the two physical topoi that 
dominate the geography of  Trieste: the city is bordered on one side by 
the Carso (‘Karst’, the mineral stone creating the vast rocky landscape that 
surrounds the city) and on the other side by the waters of  the Adriatic 
Sea. Susan Stewart has observed that the urban dweller often longs for 
other parts of  the landscape that make up a city: ‘to walk in the city 
is to experience the disjuncture of  partial vision/partial consciousness. 
The narrativity of  this walking is belied by a simultaneity we know and 
yet cannot experience’ (Stewart [1984] 1993, 2). In a similar manner in 
Trieste, we find that the Carso and the sea are two topoi without which the 
urban dweller’s experience of  the modern world is incomplete. Both the 
sea and the karst have played key roles in the many literary and cultural 
representations that have shaped the geography and urban imaginary 
of  Trieste. Il mio Carso (‘My Karst’), the famous 1912 autobiographic 
novel of  the Trieste-born writer and irredentist Scipio Slataper, is the 
best-known example of  how literature is able to create an imaginative 
cityscape caught between the sea and the karst. Slataper’s novel describes 
a young man’s quest to stand up in a modernizing world, amid the modern 
city’s transformation and the rise of  national awareness. As a geophysical 
formation, the karst is full of  metaphorical possibilities for the literary 
imagination, a creative landscape through which Slataper lets nature fuse 
with myth and history, evoking a vital force linking past and present, while 
anticipating the age to come (Lombardo 2003, 80–87; Bond 2016). The 
splashing waves described in Slataper’s memories endow the sea with the 
status of  a primordial element that expresses the spirit of  universal life 
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(or: cosmopolitan life, when understood as a belonging to humanity), as 
do the mountains and the bora – the north-eastern wind.

The topoi of  the sea and its seashore offer the city an endless horizon, 
embodying a cosmopolitan optic aperture that has been a defining 
characteristic of  Trieste’s past as a wealthy port city and marine society. 
Scholars have argued that Trieste, like other Mediterranean port cities, 
has been marked by a ‘grounded’ cosmopolitan existence in that the 
vibrant port life and trade activities occasioned forms of  coexistence and 
daily interaction between people from all parts of  the world (Cartier 1999; 
Cocco 2010; Driessen 2005; Purvis 2009; Waley 2009). This cosmopolitan 
ethos of  freedom and openness to others is still reflected – and today 
widely appropriated by scholarly, political and touristic discourses (Cocco 
2010; Colombino 2009) – in widespread discussions of  the persistence of  
cosmopolitanism in the modern European world of  territorially bounded 
nation states. Trieste’s urban identity has often been referred to as one of  
living with ‘the border within’ (Bialasiewicz and Minca 2010, 1086) and 
as ‘a never fully definable but for that no less border identity’ (Ara and 
Magris [1982] 2007), which has enabled the triestini to embrace difference. 
Accounts of  this ‘European cosmopolitanism’ (Waley 2009; Bialasiewicz 
2009) often read Trieste as an urban microcosm of  a ‘Europe united in 
diversity’ and as a microcosm of  the many worlds at Europe’s borders. 
Drawing on this past as a port city, the contemporary image of  Trieste’s 
‘seas’ as a horizon of  possibilities is strengthened by the very nature of  
beaches as places where people who would not normally meet come 
together. 

More recently, the existing topoi of  the Carso, the city and the sea 
have been reenacted in alternative cultural representations of  Trieste’s 
urbanity (Image 6.3 and Image 6.4). These representations are more 
accessible to a wider public, for they move away from mainly literary 
‘highbrow’ representations and are replaced by urban images in film, new 
media and more popular – accessible – literature written in the triestino 
local dialect. Such cultural representations rediscover local places of  
urban encounter, such as the osmiza on the karst.412 Andare in giro per osmize 
(‘Going around the osmize’) – visiting the countryside inns run by Slovenian 
families, which, conventionally for only eight days during the year, serve 
traditional food and wine – seems to be experienced as a simultaneously 
traditional and rediscovered ‘hip’ way for young and old city dwellers 
to meet with friends in a ‘multicultural’ and a multilingual environment 
during the weekend.413

Next to the Carso, the topos of  the beach – the latter described as 
‘seas’ (in plural) by writers from the city414 – of  Trieste has also received 
renewed cultural attention, turning its beaches into reenacted local spaces 
of  encounter. In popular publications about the city, a typical expression 



Image 6.3 – One of Trieste’s key geographies: the Karst. Trieste’s coat of arms is here carved into the 
karst stone along the Rilke path (2018).
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is that Trieste ‘is its sea, maybe even more than any other Italian, [or] 
perhaps European city’ (Manzon 2015, 6).415 This discourse casts physical 
space as manifesting, or otherwise expressive of, Trieste’s urban identity, 
feeding into one of  the identifying ‘myths’ of  the city and serving as a 
metaphorical mirror for urban dynamics. Trieste’s sea, as the Trieste 
born artist and art critic Gillo Dorfles (2015, 29) has observed, ‘is not 
really a sea but rather a kind of  salt lake, without any waves.’416 The 
idea of  ‘Trieste between Carso and sea’, which has become the slogan 
of  present-day touristic promotion of  the city (PromoTurismo FVG, 
n.d.a), presents the sea as that side of  the city that opens up urban life 
and its citizens’ attitude towards the world. Asked about the meaning of  
the sea for the city, Trieste’s present-day writers present similar images: 
on one side, the landscape of  the karst forms part of  a Mitteleuropean 
spirit that historically shaped the civic culture of  continental Trieste and 
that functioned as a ‘laboratory of  the discomfort and of  the analyses 
of  the discomfort of  civilization’, according to Claudio Magris (2015, 
54), probably the most famous contemporary writer of  Trieste.417 On 
the other side of  the city, the sea stands for the cosmopolitan aperture 
that has characterized Trieste’s marine society: an ethos of  freedom and 
openness to others.  

Indeed, for many of  Trieste’s writers – who have an important voice in 
drawing and identifying the city’s urbanity – the seashores offer a memory 
of  absolute happiness, connecting past and present. The Trieste-born 
Slovenian author Boris Pahor, for example, characterizes the role that the 
sea has played in his life as follows: ‘I have always had a great intimacy 
with the sea, a great intimacy in the sea. For me [the sea] has always been 
an open space, a momentum of  pure air’. As such, Pahor positions the 
sea in opposition to the city, which he perceived as a labyrinth pervaded 
by an anguished atmosphere (2015, 81–82; 2011).418 For Trieste’s writers, 
the seashores offer reflection, functioning as ‘an endless horizon that 
seems to be a prelude to other, larger seas and oceans’ (Magris 2015, 
50; 1991).419 In such representations the horizon of  the sea takes on a 
symbolic Odyssean significance, symbolizing a longing for oneself  and 
for the value of  life. Indeed, the reclamation of  the seascape produces 
what Susan Stewart ([1984] 1993, 2) describes as an experience of  cycle 
in which ‘lies the futility and productive possibility of  human making’.

Being a source for reflection, Trieste’s sea is also experienced as a 
place of  desertion, where the everyday preoccupations and incidents of  
urban life are not felt. ‘[I experience] the sea as symbol of  the unity of  
life, despite the lacerations, the shipwrecks and the tragedies. A sea of  
mysterious serenity, enigmatic symbol of  nostalgia but also of  satisfaction’, 
Claudio Magris (2015, 55) has written.420 In literary representations, the 
sea of  Trieste is not only a place of  relaxation, but has more to do with 



Image 6.4 – One of Trieste’s key geographies: the sea. View on the city from Trieste’s popular Barcola 
beach (2018).
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a mythical and reflexive horizon – a common connection before the 
eighteenth century (Corbin 1994).421 An important difference is that this 
mythical sea is not sinister and unchanging, but enticing and liberating in 
its power to evoke reflection and connect past and present. 

The ways in which the sea reflects the city and its meaning back to itself  
are simultaneously invoked through certain everyday practices of  place. 
These are, first, the bathing ritual itself  – discussed in more depth in the 
next section – and, second, the triestino dialect, the main language spoken 
on Trieste’s beaches. Triestino represents a certain set of  urban values of  
triestinità. Existing next to the Slovenian largely spoken in the surrounding 
countryside and to the German of  the Habsburg administration, Trieste’s 
dialect developed out of  the Venetian Italian dialect and, once it has 
mixed with Central European, Balkan and Mediterranean influences, 
served as a pragmatic lingua franca for the commercial cosmopolitan urban 
elite during the Habsburg era. Triestino, as Minca has argued, represented 
‘values that coincided precisely with those of  the new urban elite’ (2009a, 
188), and yet simultaneously served as an instrument for social and 
economic integration in the city. Triestino, moreover, was not a dialect of  
tradition, but rather one demonstrating a progressive modern outlook on 
the world outside the city (Pellegrini 2001, 293, cited in: Minca 2009a, 
183). Considered both an elite language and a popular idiom, the dialect 
succeeded in bringing various urban communities and classes together. 
Understood as a linguistic performance that ruptures the homogeneity 
of  national (and imperial) languages, the practice of  triestino dialect can 
therefore be considered an ongoing enactment of  citizenship (Isin and 
Nielsen 2008, 2). 

When Mauro Covacich, in his literary city guide Trieste Sottosopra 
(2006), describes the sea as the key primordial element in the identification 
of  triestinità, he emphasizes the role of  the dialect. Claudio Minca has 
reflected on this passage, in which Covacich describes Trieste’s teenagers 
who dive of  the shore of  the local Barcola city beach as a moment of  
‘deep communication’: 

Covacich wonders how is it possible that, generation after 
generation, the dives don’t change – and carry the very same 
names in dialect, untranslatable into Italian but wonderfully 
evocative of  the different types of  performance, staged for an 
always-appreciative audience. The art of  the perfect dive is not 
necessarily something passed on from fathers to sons, and neither 
are the colourful descriptions that capture these performances. 
Covacich wonders, then, if  it is not precisely the rocky shore, that 
glistening sea – that which he sees as distinct triestinità, translated 
into space on the Barcola beach – that binds the past and the 
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present; that brings together ways of  being and ways of  doing 
that are eminently ‘triestine’; a unique koine that manifests itself  at 
all the key moments in the history of  the city, but that also marks 
its most mundane, banal aspects. (Minca 2009a, 173)

The use of  dialect for describing these everyday performances of  diving 
into the sea amid an unmistakably Triestine landscape constitutes, Minca 
suggests, a space of  urban identity that connects experiences of  local past 
and present. 

The sea is thus not only part of  one of  the myths that produces 
historical imaginations of  Trieste as a site of  cosmopolitanism and 
openness towards difference. In the performativity of  the myth itself, to 
follow the invocation of  the sea by Magris, the sea starts to act as a gigantic 
mirror of  the contradictions at stake in the urban society. Through the 
presence of  everyday practices in the various cultural representations of  
Trieste’s seashores, the beaches constitute the place where this ‘urban 
mirror’ takes shape.

‘we call this place pedocin’
Before turning to the question of  how L’Ultima Spiaggia visualizes the 
Pedocin as an urban mirror, I will introduce the beach’s particularities. 
For as long as the triestini can remember, so the local story goes, the Lanterna 
beach has always been called el Pedocin. This denotation in triestino dialect 
expresses urban dwellers’ strong attachment to this beach. Construction 
on the walled beach began in the late nineteenth century, during the 
Habsburg period, and it was officially inaugurated in 1903. The wall was 
probably constructed by the city municipality as a public bathing place. 
Some narratives state that the name Pedocin originates from the Italian 
spidocchiare (‘delousing’) that refers to the soldiers from the neighboring 
army base who came to the beach to literally delouse. Others argue that 
pedocin in triestino dialect can either be translated to as la piccola cozza (‘the 
small mussel’), referring to the mussels growing around the beach, or as 
el ciodin, namely the small nails in the wall used by bathers to hang their 
clothes (Marchente 2015; Brusaferro 2015, 2016). 

Originally a wooden fence, the wall dividing the beach was soon 
replaced by a concrete partition (Image 6.5 and Image 6.6). Entrance to 
the beach was free, so that everyone in the city could make use of  the 
bathhouse on the seashore. This changed from 1938 onwards. Yet, the 
low costs of  entry, which remains no more than the price of  a regular bus 
ticket, is emphasized in a wide range of  representations of  the Pedocin as 
a proof  of  its broader accessibility to the urban populace. One example 
can be found in the online Italian newspaper Il Post, which notes a 1943 
reader survey conducted by the Trieste newspaper Il Piccolo, in which 



Image 6.5 - Bagno Popolare alla Lanterna Danneggiato (1911).
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readers were voted on proposals to remove the dividing wall to enable 
wider accessibility and reduce the entrance fee. The readers voted against 
the idea (Marchente 2015). Why the wall still divides the beach today is 
not entirely clear. Examining how the beach and its wall are experienced 
and imagined, however, may bring us closer to understanding how 
segregation and encounter are understood – and practiced – in this 
specific urban environment.

The walls demarcating the beach from the city have in late 
2017 been covered by murals by local street artists. The murals ‘narrate 
Trieste, its characters, its places, and the sea’ (Il Piccolo 2017b). This local 
government initiative, titled the Chromopolis project, attempts to weave 
the Pedocin beach into the official city narrative. Since its opening, the 
Pedocin has commonly been understood as a place of  everydayness and 
normalcy, as a bathing place that is accessible to everybody and open 
all year. Although Italian and foreign journalists often characterize the 
Pedocin as the ‘last remaining wall of  Europe’ because of  its gender-
dividing wall; the triestini themselves emphasize the normalcy assigned to 
the wall and the beach – a phenomenon that can be illustrated by the local 
rite of  andar al bagno (literally in Italian: ‘Going to the bathroom or toilet’). 
This custom is addressed by the Trieste-born novelist Mauro Covacich 
in his literary city guide Trieste Sottosopra (Covacich 2006, 83), in which he 
explains that andar al bagno gives voice to the familiarity and frequency of  
that habit what in the rest of  Italy would be referred to as andare al mare 
(‘Go to the sea’). A day at the beach, in other words, feels as quotidian 
as a visit to the bathhouse, as opposed to an encounter with that wild sea 
described by Slataper as a primordial element manifesting the spirit of  
life. The calm sea of  the Pedocin has therefore often been interpreted as 
inviting cults of  pleasure, either in terms of  a feeling ‘coming from the 
inside’ and taught to children from Trieste from an early age, educated as 
they are in ‘the cult of  the sun, the sea, and the bora [¼] (emphasis added)’ 
(ibid., 84),422 or that of  embodied pleasure, encompassing anything from 
the perfect tan to ultimate relaxation (Brusaferro 2015).

a way to enter trieste

Indeed, in the production process of  L’Ultima Spiaggia, the ‘everydayness’ 
of  the andar al bagno rite was a central motif  for the film directors. Thanos 
Anastopoulos and Davide Del Degan joined forces when they discovered 
that they both had the same intention to film the Pedocin, this beach that 
reminded them of  their youth on the seaside.423 Del Degan was born and 
raised in Trieste, and had often visited the Pedocin with his grandparents 
as a child. Anastopoulos grew up in Greece and moved to Trieste, where 
the Pedocin reminded him of  the winter beaches in Athens that he used 
to visit as a child with his father. Although both directors specialized 
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mainly in fiction, this film on the beach had to become a documentary. 
‘Trieste can be anything in anyone’s mind’, Anastopoulos has stated in 
our interview, having summed up the various myths that he connects with 
his experience of  Trieste (2017). The documentary about the beach was 
both a way to grasp life in Trieste beyond these urban mythifications 
(Anastopoulos 2017) and a way to get lost in this place. Documentary 
film enabled the directors to explore human being as well as the directors’ 
own perception of  the world (Del Degan 2017).

What was initially a local, modestly funded Italian, French and 
Greek collaboration turned into a wide success among a both Trieste 
audience and other Mediterranean cinemas and film festivals, eventually 
making it to the 2016 Cannes Film Festival. After the film’s successful 
release, the film directors tried to maintain an experience of  everydayness 
around their film. The premiere took place in a large theatre in Trieste – 
despite the 1000 seats, not all visiting triestini could be seated. The film’s 
reception at Cannes festival, moreover, made producer Nicoletta Romeo 
realize that this was a ‘glocal documentary’. Even during the promotional 
tour through France, she noticed, there were people approaching her with 
‘glocal’ Mediterranean narratives that they had recognized in the film. 
Romeo remembered a French girl who talked to her about a particular 
scene in the film: ‘“you know, my grandmother said the same thing about 
the fish. That you cannot eat fish because of  all the dead people in the 
sea.” Then I understood that this is a glocal documentary. So local and 
global’ (2017).

The documentary L’Ultima Spiaggia narrates the lives and stories 
of  everyday beachgoers at the Pedocin, situating its narrative around the 
wall that characterizes the (real) Pedocin beach. The gender-segregation 
instituted by the wall emphasizes the beach’s gated character. Indeed, 
the film producers highlight the limited space for manoeuvre. They 
established four rules of  practice while making the documentary, through 
which they actively depicted the beach as a ‘microcosm’: first, not to 
conduct interviews; second, to situate all filming on the beach itself  and 
not to follow the characters in their private lives; third, to film for one full 
year; and fourth, not to talk themselves so that the protagonists would 
speak ‘from themselves’ (Anastopoulos 2017). This method served to 
‘show the place to understand why people still go there today, and we 
wanted to show the place through people’, film producer Romeo (2017) 
explained to me. The liminal physical space of  this microcosm in the 
film’s diegesis shows, I believe, similarities to Susan Stewart’s ([1984] 
1993, xii) description of  the miniature as ‘a metaphor for the interior 
space and time of  the bourgeois subject’. As the filmmakers note, the film 
came to focus increasingly on borders and boundaries, identity, diversity 
and discrimination (Anastopoulos 2017; Del Degan 2017; Romeo 2017). 



Image 6.6 - Trieste’s Pedocin Beach on Google Earth (2017).
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In the film, the camera follows the elderly people on the beach 
particularly closely, showing them enjoying their old age on both sides 
of  the wall. For the elderly triestini the beach is a pleasant environment 
to spend their days; for the young triestini too the beach is portrayed as 
a place of  leisure. The peaceful, gated, environment and soft – almost 
pastel – colors of  the filmic Pedocin present the beach as a utopian place 
of  pleasure. During sunny days of  filming, the beach is offered as a space 
of  naked bodies, which underlines its differences with life in the city – 
as discussed in the scholarship on beaches and urban encounter. With 
a group of  older men on the one side of  the beach and older women 
on the other, the film directors were able to build a relationship since 
most of  these older people visit the Pedocin every day of  the year. Elderly 
beachgoers are depicted as spending their days together and evaluating 
life in conversations and interactions, which are documented on camera. 
The documentary develops several minor storylines, centred around 
the deaths of  beach regular Pasquale and the beach cleaning lady. By 
and large, the camera seems to observe life on the beach – positioned in 
the middle of  or next to the beachgoers, taking part in the beach life. 
However, focalization – the theoretical concept that allows to distinguish 
the visual perspectives from which presented elements are observed in 
a given cultural work (Bal [1985] 2009, 145–164) – forms a powerful 
narrative technique in L’Ultima Spiaggia. Because the focalization of  the 
camera is able to penetrate lived reality of  the Pedocin only by observing 
the beach as a stage for embodied performances, the film focuses mainly 
on the – gated – spatial setting where possible interactions and encounters 
take place.

Yet, the documentary develops an additional level of  narrativity, 
which takes the form of  three scattered interruptions of  archival black and 
white film fragments. These interruptions reflect on the different forms of  
focalization that characterize the various urban imaginaries and worlds of  
Trieste. The first fragment originates from a short propaganda film that 
shows Allied Forces demarcating the borders outside the then Free state of  
Trieste. These borders would eventually become the Italian and Yugoslav 
1954 division. The scene depicts the historical political reality that 
Trieste has been the subject of  constant geopolitical tension. The second 
fragment shows little fish in an underwater world. This scene originates 
from fascist film material that was made for the 1933 inauguration of  the 
Trieste Aquario Marino (Marine Aquarium). The fragment suggests a 
scene from the open sea – what Anastopoulos (2017) has called ‘poetic’. 
However, having been shot in one of  the Trieste aquarium basins, the 
fragment belongs to the Fascist political world of  the 1930s. The third 
fragment offers a scene from the Cold War fiction film Diplomatic Courier 
(1952). It shows a conversation between two actors flying by plane over 



Image 6.7 - Film Poster L’Ultima Spiaggia (2016).
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Cold War Trieste, identifying heterogeneous images of  Trieste as a city 
of  spies and counter-spies, Tito supporters and Tito haters, Stalinists and 
anti-Stalinists, ‘the world in a city’. All three film fragments – each typified 
by a distinct style of  filmic expression – open up the question of  how 
to narrate the history of  this city. The three interruptions reflect upon 
Trieste’s historical experience, which has long been written by ‘others’ – 
either by Italian fascists, the Allies or American filmmakers – as a site of  
conflicting geopolitical interests and imaginations.

Trieste can be anything in anyone’s mind, as can its Pedocin 
beach. As we have seen above, in L’Ultima Spiaggia the filmmakers sought 
to understand Trieste in all its aspects. Through the forms of  narrativity 
that it enrolls, the film reveals a tension between the everyday experience 
of  the Pedocin, which serves as a microcosm of  quotidian urban life, and 
the historical ‘reality’ of  Trieste as a city that has long been subjected to 
external geopolitical imaginations. Together, these experiences of  Trieste 
as a site of  ‘everyday practice’ and as the subject of  contested historical 
imaginations indicate how the city beach functions as ‘urban mirror’, 
and the meanings that it produced. To grasp how this urban mirror 
takes shape on the Pedocin beach, the next two sections focus on how 
the filmed characters narrate Trieste’s historical experience and explores 
several scenes and motifs of  ‘urban encounter’ at the Pedocin.

Bathing in a Motionless sea

The scenes of  L’Ultima Spiaggia reveal a tension between the seemingly 
calm aesthetics of  the Pedocin’s environment and its beachgoers’ troubled 
socio-historical experience. As noted, at the very start of  the film L’Ultima 
Spiaggia, an older regular muses with the steward of  the bathing area, 
remarking that the Pedocin is ‘a strange beach’ (Anastopoulos and Del 
Degan 2016). The two men, waiting for more beachgoers and friends to 
join them during that rainy day at the Pedocin, embody the everydayness 
of  coming together at the beach. The calmness of  the sea even during 
the blowing bora mirrors the deceitfully calm surface of  the urban society. 
Later in the film the camera turns to one of  the older regulars preparing 
his lunch, accompanied by a glass of  red wine, while listening to a portable 
radio broadcasting an Italian radio programme about human dignity: an 
image of  urban serenity (Anastopoulos and Del Degan 2016). Indeed, 
this performance seems to encapsulate calmness and embodied pleasure.

From a peaceful image of  an old man eating his lunch in the 
sun, the broadcast on human dignity suddenly falls into noise, merging 
with music from another channel. After the man has found a channel 
with gentle music to accompany his lunch, the radio is disturbed again 
and fades into a Slovenian broadcast. At that point, the peaceful scene 
suddenly changes when the man starts exclaiming ‘Ah no. Slavic no! 
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Slavic never’ (Anastopoulos and Del Degan 2016). Here, the film hints 
that the initial depiction of  serenity on the seashore of  the Pedocin is 
deceptive. The apparently calm sea, L’Ultima Spiaggia reveals, has been 
the witness of  numerous social tensions and power struggles over history 
(Ballinger 2003a, 1–14).

In this example of  the old man luxuriating at the beach, the film 
also registers ethnic tensions from the city’s past. The camera reveals 
how ethnic tensions and discrimination go hand in hand with banal 
cosmopolitan expressions of  the visitors of  the Pedocin. A group of  elderly 
women are shown singing a local Triestine song about a s’ciavo (a local 
swearword for a Slavic person). Only shortly thereafter, however, they 
declare to the camera that ‘we triestini are universal. We are international, 
universal’ (Anastopoulos and Del Degan 2016). 

In another scene, the women are shown bathing in the sea. One 
woman tells the others that she does not eat fish anymore because she 
had heard of  the many immigrants and refugees who lost their lives 
at sea, with their bodies eaten by fish (Anastopoulos and Del Degan 
2016). Even the suggested unlimited freedom of  the sea where they find 
themselves at that moment thus has its limits and borders. Indeed, the 
conversations on this beach evoke experiences of  the ‘Other’, be it the 
Slavic neighbor or the migrant from the multiple souths drowning in the 
Mediterranean. These fought encounters with otherness do not represent 
a temporary exception or emergency. Rather, the film draws attention to 
multiple power-laden histories and geographies. The dynamics on the 
Pedocin serve as a reminder of  both the persistence of  racism and the 
movement of  migration that ‘involve[s] structured, historical processes 
and apparatuses of  power’ (Chambers 2017, 2).

In addition to the presumed cosmopolitan past, conversations in 
L’Ultima Spiaggia also reveal the city’s histories of  conflict, forced migration 
and discrimination. On both sides of  the beach the elderly remember the 
difficult situation in Trieste under various regimes – Italian Fascism, Nazi 
German occupation and Tito’s Yugoslavia. Their memories reflect on 
what it means to live in an ethnically, culturally and linguistically mixed 
city, while situated in larger states that expect clearly defined identities. In 
the film, discussions among the bathers on the Pedocin often centre on 
experiences of  nationalism and patriotism. That the citizens of  Trieste 
find these concepts difficult to interpret and fully engage with becomes 
clear when two old friends end up in a discussion about this in the beach 
bar. The camera creates a close intimacy between the friends by watching 
over the shoulder of  Pino. ‘There is a difference between being Italian 
and being a patriot’, Pino argues to his old friend. What follows is a sharp 
discussion about the meaning of  patriotism, nation and nationalism: 



Image 6.8 - Underwater demarcation, slicing through the sea. Scene from L’Ultima Spiaggia (2016).
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1. Friend: No, I was a patriot. Not a nationalist. I was a 
patriot but not a nationalist.

2. Pino: What nation [were you part of]? What nation […]? 
If  you were not a nationalist […]

3. Friend: I am an Italian patriot.
4. Pino: [No you are] not.
5. Friend: Yes.
6. Pino: No, because you weren’t a nationalist.
7. Friend: I was not a nationalist. Because nationalism is the 

ruin of  the peoples. All nationalisms. All nationalisms is 
the ruin of  the peoples. […]

8. Pino: Listen to me. I don’t want to […]. [be impolite]. 
The difference between being Italian – and [with Italian] 
I mean nationalist […]

9. Friend: No!
10. Pino: ‘Nation’, what does it mean?
11. Friend: Nationalist means you only support your own 

kind.
12. Pino: Italy you mean?
13. Friend: Yes, instead I am for all the peoples. For all. It’s 

not like I can’t stand the Poles, or the Yugoslavs. Do you 
understand, I never had this hatred. But Pino, please 
leave this […]424

The friends stop talking about the issue, on which they sense they will never 
find agreement. Patriotism, nation and nationalism, as this conversation 
shows, are concepts that reveal a historical tension between a search for 
belonging and political power struggles of  historical identity formation in 
the city. The conversation serves as a reminder of  how 

everyday convivial encounters often mark […] a culture of  
tolerance which leaves the issue of  our multiple and intersecting 
identities (including generational differences) – specifically, the 
identifications through which these encounters are approached 
and the differential capacity of  particular voices to participate 
– unaddressed, as well as the question of  who has the power to 
tolerate (Valentine 2008, 334).

In the encounter between the two friends, the underlying reasons for 
their different points of  view remain – for the sake of  their friendship – 
undiscussed. The closeness of  the camera, however, enables the viewer 
to notice how underlying socio-historical tensions play out on the beach.
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freedoM through delineation

I now want to return to the key issue of  this chapter, namely the question 
of  how the film reflects critically on Trieste’s urban imaginaries. I now 
want to remark on how the characters in the documentary film, in their 
moments of  urban encounter on the beach, narrate – or rather ‘perform’ 
– the various elements that compose the urban imagination of  Trieste as 
a cosmopolitan border city. As I have discussed, because the film focalizes 
the beach as a stage for embodied performances, it zones in on the 
sharply demarcated spatial configuration in and across which encounters 
take place.

The beach regulars emphasize that the Pedocin’s dividing wall 
(Image 6.7) creates a gated space that functions not to limit but rather to 
liberate the bathers. In L’Ultima Spiaggia a lady playing cards tells to her 
friends about her conversation with a Sicilian friend about the Pedocin 
beach. She emphasizes that she cannot understand why this friend was so 
surprised by the separating wall. According to her friend, the wall would 
make this the only remaining gender-divided beach in the world. ‘We 
are Austro-Hungarians’, the other ladies respond several times, ‘we are 
Austro-Hungarians, it’s our peculiarity’ (Anastopoulos and Del Degan 
2016). The ladies explicitly turn the presence of  the wall and the divided 
gender dynamics into imperial heritage, revoking the Habsburg myth of  
a multinational society that is so strongly embedded in representations of  
Trieste’s urban identity and underlines its image of  a modern, industrious 
and cosmopolitan urban society that precedes or overcomes the nation 
state (Agnelli 2005). Anthropologist Pamela Ballinger has demonstrated 
that ‘the themes of  imperial Trieste (or, at least, one nostalgic view of  it) 
resonate with contemporary concerns about identity, multiculturalism, 
immigration, assimilation and a world beyond (or, in the case of  Habsburg 
Trieste, before) the nation state’ (Ballinger 2003b, 94). Considering the 
Pedocin’s wall as a Habsburg heritage, the women – shown playing cards 
– are able to turn the wall into a nostalgic symbol of  a society in which 
groups (in this case genders) do not exclude each other, but exist next 
to each other and even reinforce each other (ibid., 93). The wall thus 
exposes a local experience to live side by side within borders and to move 
beyond these same borders.

At first, the idea that the wall would encourage these subjects to 
transcend established borders may seem paradoxical, especially because 
the demarcation of  space is core to cultural imaginings of  the Pedocin. 
The presence of  the wall creates alienating effects in the documentary. A 
semi-open railing cuts off the male part of  the beach from an adjacent 
pier. Animals such as a cat and a seagull can move freely, while the men 
must remain behind the fence. The breach demarcation even extends 
underwater, a domain in which humankind does not normally reside, 
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literally slicing through the sea (Image 6.8). Moreover, L’Ultima Spiaggia 
shows how even in the enclosed spaces of  the Pedocin, beach chairs need 
to be locked to secure them against thieves (Anastopoulos and Del Degan 
2016). Henri Raymond’s theoretical condition that the beach must be 
completely urbanized to become exposed as a space of  leisure, and thus 
of  mental freedom, helps to understand the paradoxical processes by 
which the beach is simultaneous demarcated and stimulates an impetuous 
to transcend that same border. According to Raymond, the ‘sea and the 
beach are defined by symbolic practices of  urban users: as both non-
urban (the rhythms of  leisure are opposed to the rhythms of  work) and 
pre-urban (they symbolize nature)’ (Raymond cited in: Stanek 2014, 
xxxi). Only by urbanizing the beach as a place of  leisure can this paradox 
take hold and the beach and sea be perceived, conceived and lived in 
opposition to urban space.
 The ‘urbanization’ of  space by the demarcating wall at the – both 
‘real’ and filmic – Pedocin creates a microcosm segregated by gender 
that has made Claudio Magris decide to avoid the Pedocin ‘because 
he doesn’t like segregation’ (2015, 52).425 He refers here to the many 
periods of  social and political segregation that Trieste has experienced 
historically. There have, however, been alternative interpretations of  
the segregation. Representations of  the Pedocin often emphasize female 
visitors’ habit of  sunbathing topless (Brusaferro 2015, 2016). According 
to these representations, sunbathing on the divided beach allows women 
to experience bodily and mental freedom. In case of  the filmic Pedocin, 
the gender divisions seem – on both male and female sides – to publicly 
reveal anti-stereotypical gender images and behavior, as one of  the film 
directors notes (Anastopoulos 2017). As the camera in L’Ultima Spiaggia 
reveals, men speak about their weaknesses, illness and fear of  death in 
their section. Over the wall, female conversations are pervaded by sex, 
and the songs that they sing in triestino dialect are surprisingly vulgar. 
Literally naked or semi-naked by the sea, social differences among bathers 
apparently disappear.
 In relation to female bathing at the Pedocin, the contemporary 
author Pino Roveredo cites Sigmund Freud, the Viennese psychoanalyst 
who spent many years in Trieste at the beginning of  the twentieth century:

Here, where the ladies from Trieste for the first time have conquered 
the right to sunbathe, no trouble appears [at the Pedocin beach]; and 
now it is also a strip of  welcome for Muslims. The freedom is not a 
benefit of  the culture: it [freedom] was bigger before any culture, 
and it has undergone restrictions with the evolution of  civilization 
(Freud cited in: Roveredo 2015, 85).426
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Linking the gender-divided space to a supposedly similar tradition in 
many Muslim societies, Freud suggests that segregation would create 
freedom because segregation liberates from the strictures imposed by 
culture and civilization. The ‘civilization’ to which Freud refers expects 
modern citizens – above all women – to be appropriately dressed and 
cover bare skin. At a for that time conventional gender-divided beach, 
however, this expectation could be ignored. In Roveredo’s representation, 
then, the Pedocin beach can be understood as a pre-urban space, free from 
civilizational restrictions and imposition – a space of  bodily exposure. 
This gives us to understand that the filmed beachgoers, liberated from 
prevailing behavioral conventions by the beach’s segregated spatiality, 
move in a space that lies ‘outside’ regular historical norms and narrative. 
Bodily exposure at the beach, I would argue, enables the triestini to take 
control of  how they experience and narrate their urban space and history.
 The documentary films the yearly celebration of  the end of  summer, 
for which a group of  female regulars organize a party on the Pedocin. 
They dress up, drink wine and encourage other women on the beach to 
‘join together’ (original in English). ‘Trieste is a crossroads of  cultures 
and races’, one of  the women states in front of  the camera. ‘But’, she 
continues, clearly referring to the gender-divided beach, 

actually we are coming together as women. Like the Triestine 
proverb: ‘Viva là e po bon’ [literally: ‘Live here and then everything will 
be fine’, in triestino meaning: ‘Enjoy, celebrate’] […] it is a feminine 
concept. I[t] mean[s] living in your own moment (Anastopoulos 
and Del Degan 2016).

Originally, the Triestine motto Viva là e po bon has two interpretations.427 
Along with Viva là e po bon, the version Viva l’A[ustria] e po bon also reveals 
a nostalgia for Trieste’s autonomous maritime status under Habsburg 
rule. Both express the supposedly Triestine ethos of  living in your own 
moment and enjoying life as it comes.
 ‘Being able to live in your own moment’, as women on the Pedocin 
declare towards the end of  the documentary, is encapsulated in an 
expressive and mysterious dance that is performed in the film’s closing 
scene (Anastopoulos and Del Degan 2016). The dancing woman is one of  
the regular visitors of  the beach and her energetic, radiant and youthful 
appearance may not represent her real age. In front of  the camera she 
dances freely, surrounded by colorful, semi-transparent veils that blur the 
proportions of  her semi-naked body (Image 6.9). With the beachgoers 
in a daze of  wine, and with a swaying camera, this final scene steps back 
from the bright clarity of  the beach spectacles that characterize most of  
the film. Now, it is difficult to ascertain whether it is the documentary’s 



Image 6.9 - Dancing Woman. Scene from L’Ultima Spiaggia (2016).
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characters or the spectator him/herself  who is blurring the image 
of  the Pedocin in Trieste. This is the moment of  unbounded bodily 
experience on the beach, performed by the dancing woman. Lefebvre 
([1971] 2009, 98) calls the chaos of  elements at the seashore ‘floating 
mists’, which represent the lacunae between the different levels of  reality. 
The floating mist brings on a moment of  enchantment (Bennett 2001, 
5–7): ‘an openness to the disturbing-captivating elements of  nature, a 
feeling of  being connected in an affirmative way to existence, a sense 
of  fullness, a feeling of  wonder for minor experiences’ (Obrador-Pons 
2007, 138). As the filmic representation of  the Pedocin shows, this beach’s 
unique spatiality conditions special possibilities for encounter, for bodily 
enactments that – albeit momentarily – create a moment ‘outside’, or 
rather in-between, the different levels of  mundane urban reality and 
conventional historical narrative.

conclusion

This chapter has explored how specific urban sites were attributed key 
places for the active remaking of  cultural urban narratives of  Trieste. 
It examined the historical and affective dynamics that have attributed 
Trieste’s beaches and historical literary cafes key places for experiencing 
a distinct sense of  Triestine cityness. It focused on the city-making 
dynamics at Trieste’s Caffè San Marco and Pedocin beach as places of  
urban encounters, critically examining the cosmopolitanized discourse of  
Trieste’s urban identity. By focusing on the everyday experiences, senses, 
and atmospheres at these urban heritage sites, the chapter showed how 
recent voices and cultural representations of  Caffè San Marco and the 
Pedocin beach moved away from poetic elite imaginations that have 
traditionally fashioned cultural narratives of  Trieste. 

My study discussed how the image of  Trieste as a cosmopolitan 
border city is deeply embedded in both its urban cafe space and its sea 
landscape. The sea functions as a mythical and reflexive horizon, connects 
past with present and has been taken to represent a universal spirit of  life, 
whereas the beach is often presented as a mirror of  the urban society. 
As such, the sea- and beachscape of  Trieste meet the literary intellectual 
cityscapes of  Trieste’s historical cafes. Trieste’s cafes are imagined as 
the historical sites where the city’s authors and intellectuals brought the 
urban imaginaries of  Trieste to life. Their historical function as literary 
cafes offered the city a cosmopolitan urban space – a timeless zone of  
intellectual encounter. The chapter showed that the meaning assigned to 
both the beach and the literary cafe in urban cultural narratives, draws 
on their existence as places of  intellectual reflections on Trieste’s urban 
past and present, on the one hand, as well as on their physical existence as 
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embodied sites of  everyday urban experience, on the other hand.
 Along with a study of  the urban imaginations around the cafe 
and beach as part of  an intellectual cityscape that is Trieste, the chapter 
also examined the politics of  affect at these two urban heritage sites. The 
recurrent threat in the 1990s around the impending closure of  Caffè San 
Marco, moved the site from an intellectual atmosphere which appeared 
in the historical imaginations of  the city, into a physical place that had 
to be protected against closure and which was thus rediscovered as a 
site that would reflect a distinct part of  local cityness. My study of  the 
recent restaging of  Caffè San Marco as a historical literary cafe, revealed 
the dynamics behind the creation of  a ‘literary atmosphere’ in the cafe. 
Instead of  remaining a cafe that depended on a clientele of  writers 
and intellectuals, the cafe management transformed the identifying 
imaginaries - the feelings of  its past and literary atmosphere - of  the cafe 
into a modern business model. This business model based on the value 
of  literary and the imperial ambience of  a salotto, respected the historical 
atmosphere of  the cafe and simultaneously used these experiences of  
‘urban authenticity’ to meet the expectations of  its contemporary visitors. 
By so doing, the marketing of  today’s Caffè San Marco as an intellectual 
literary cafe and Habsburg coffeehouse, was not only an economic project 
but also an attempt to reclaim symbolically ownership of  experiences of  
Trieste’s past and present.
 A similar dynamic of  embodied engagement with Trieste’s 
heritage sites I identified when exploring the ways in which the recent 
documentary L’Ultima Spiaggia presented the everyday experiences at 
Trieste’s Pedocin beach. L’Ultima Spiaggia guides the spectator from men 
waiting for more beachgoers on a windy day at the seemingly serene 
seaside to the woman dancing at the closing party of  the Pedocin’s 
summer season. Showing the lives of  everyday beachgoers all year round, 
the documentary carefully builds up a filmic beach from Trieste’s various 
worlds and urban imaginaries. The film presents the beach as a place 
of  tension between normalcy and everydayness on one side and as the 
subject of  conflicted historical imaginations on another. The proximity 
of  the documenting camera to the beachgoers enables them to ‘narrate’ 
their personal historical experience of  the city as a ‘grounded, every-
day’ and embodied urban experience. Visual interventions in the story, 
alongside the prominence of  spatial demarcation, indicate different levels 
of  narrative focalization in the film. These different narratives of  the 
beach, together with the embodied experiences of  the beachgoers, the 
viewer realizes, are what constitutes Trieste’s urban worlds. 
 In conclusion, this chapter has complicated the urban imaginations 
of  Trieste as a cosmopolitan city. Both the cafe and the beach space have 
historically been inscribed with ‘cosmopolitan’ urban imaginations and 
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meanings, presenting these as natural spaces of  urban encounter and 
openness. Yet, recent voices and cultural representations of  these urban 
heritage sites do not understand the cosmopolitan practices of  urban 
encounter as an intellectual act of  coming together and as a philosophy of  
openness towards difference. Rather, the cosmopolitan practice of  urban 
encounter, as depicted in the film and performed by the new management 
of  Caffè San Marco, are conditioned and enclosed in the capacity of  
the Triestines for moving in between the overlapping urban worlds that 
they inhabit, reclaiming empowerment to the narratives of  their urban 
past. Trieste’s key heritage sites thus take a double role in the city-making 
processes of  Trieste. On the one hand they feed urban imaginations, 
and on the other hand, they invite for an embodied engagement with a 
distinct sense of  cityness.
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‘We call this [part of  the Theater] the ship’. The documentary Kazalište, 
po riječki / Theater, Our Way / Teatro alla fiumana (Lukanović 2010/2011) 
opens with several observations about the water around Rijeka’s National 
Theater. In this opening scene, the Theater’s head of  maintenance 
proudly shows the complex system of  mechanisms - for the time of  their 
construction highly innovative - in the Theater’s basement that serve to 
manage the water level and to avoid floods. A similar pride of  knowing 
how to manage the rising water is expressed by a former factory worker 
of  Rijeka’s now abandoned Rikard Benčić factory. ‘I have all these plans 
of  making underwater channels […], because that was my job during 
the factory, to […] fix all these water issues.’ During my interview with 
Nadija Mustapić (2017), one of  the makers of  the documentary “Rikard 
Benčić”, naprimjer (Mustapić and Lukanović 2008) that narrates about the 
Benčić factory, she recited me these words of  a former factory worker 
who had in the past the task of  managing the water level underneath 
the factory. During the municipality’s plans for renovation of  this factory, 
the architects had not consulted him for his technical knowledge of  the 
buildings. Consequently, the foreseen underground parking was cancelled 
due to the presence of  the water. The trope of  the water management 
in these two accounts on the experiences and memories of  the theater 
and factory is surprising, since this is not the first image that pops up in 
context of  two urban institutes that have not much to do with (sea)water. 
Yet, or maybe because of  the estrangement, this trope certainly reveals an 
important experience of  these urban heritage sites for the two men. Their 
accounts proudly claim that only they have the knowledge to master the 
water that threatens to flood the basements of  their factory and theater, 

Chapter seven

‘It had a soul before.’
Rijeka’s sites of  urban 

empowerment



312 Rediscovering Cityness

and in this way, they reclaim emotional ownership to these buildings. 
This chapter investigates the various experiences, urban 

imaginations, and affective politics surrounding Rijeka’s National 
Theater and the Rikard Benčić factory as key urban heritage sites in 
the city. The attention for Rijeka’s heritage sites has recently moved on 
top of  the municipality’s political agenda. Enforced by the new financial 
and cultural-political possibilities opened up by the Rijeka’s nomination 
as European Capital of  Culture, heritage management has come to 
be considered part of  the city’s wider policies of  cultural regeneration 
and city-branding – a development I have discussed in more detail in 
chapter 5. Such renewed attention for Rijeka’s urban spaces of  heritage 
has, moreover, generated wide public discussions in the city about the 
renovation of  these places and especially about the role of  such heritage 
sites for the future of  Rijeka and the engagement with its recent past. 
What is more, this renewed attention gave rise to cultural productions 
(films, theater productions) which create a space for public discussions on 
Rijeka’s cultural renewal dynamics. 

The two accounts discussed above are an example of  how 
citizens are able to claim alternative experiences and memories to 
Rijeka’s heritage sites. Such accounts are crucial for understanding 
the role of  urban heritage spaces in today’s urban dynamics in Rijeka, 
yet have remained however out of  focus of  a furthermore growing 
scholarly attention for the city’s urban heritage. For many scholars, urban 
heritage as material culture has been a way to narrate history beyond 
the highly divided politicized discourses around Rijeka’s past (D’Alessio 
2018; Đekić 2006; Lukežić 2004; Matejčić 2013). Such tendencies to 
focus on material heritage in order to make sense of  the ideological 
boundaries that historically divide the city have more recently inspired 
local (Lokalpatrioti Rijeka Online, n.d.; Riječka Baština Online, n.d.) 
and international (Rijeka in Flux 2018-2020, financed by the Canadian 
Research Council) initiatives for urban heritage mapping. In addition 
to this growing body of  research exploring urban heritage as a way to 
map Rijeka’s various pasts, this chapter explores how the contemporary 
engagement, experiences and affective politics around these sites relate to 
historical urban imaginations of  Rijeka.

The chapter investigates the ways in which the factory and 
theater are imagined and considered to represent a distinct Rijekan sense 
of  cityness, in particular reflected in contemporary discussions around 
these sites of  urban heritage. In so doing, I derive inspiration from what 
I have identified in the previous chapter as an approach to heritage that 
maps the affective politics and practices around heritagization processes. 
This approach to – in this case urban – heritage does not only studies 
textual readings and representational accounts, but explicitly understands 



313‘It had a soul before’

heritage as an embodied practice. It tends to explore the experiences, 
emotions, senses, affective materialities, and atmospheres of  the heritage 
landscape, in order to map the affective politics around heritage debates 
(Tolia-Kelly, Waterton and Watson 2017; Waterton 2014). This approach 
brings into account an understanding of  the past in the present which 
otherwise remains out of  the scope of  conventional - and more official - 
debates on heritage landscapes. In the case of  the two Rijekan heritage sites 
that are focus of  this chapter, my analysis indeed addresses the everyday 
experiences, atmospheres of  memory, and emotional experiences in the 
debates around these sites, while bringing these affective practices in 
dialogue with the meanings attributed to these sites by Rijeka’s municipal 
urban heritage politics. 

The chapter draws on a combined analysis of  municipal and 
public discussions around these urban heritage sites with experiences and 
imaginations evoked by cultural representations of  the Rikard Benčić 
factory and Rijeka’s National Theater. It complements textual sources 
- urban historiography, news reports from heritage authorities and 
the municipality, newspaper articles in local newspapers - with ‘more-
than-representational’ sources such as the recent documentary “Rikard 
Benčić”, naprimjer and theater performance Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću, as well 
as interviews with the documentary- and theater makers. The chapter 
explores the affective politics around Rijeka’s urban heritage sites and as 
such investigates the ways how recent voices and cultural representations 
of  the Rikard Benčić factory and Rijeka’s National Theater turn these 
key urban heritage sites into alternative public spaces for the negotiation 
of  experiences of  cityness. 

The first section explores the debates around Rijeka’s heritage 
sites, and in particular its abandoned industrial socialist heritage, within 
wider dynamics of  urban heritagization. It explores how Rijeka’s heritage 
debates navigate along wider regional post-1990 debates. The second 
section explores the heritage dynamics around the Rikard Benčić factory 
in more depth, investigating its role as imagined ‘urban archive’. This 
section discusses the historical narratives around the factory and the 
recent municipal plans to turn the site into Rijeka’s new cultural center, 
before focusing on how a recent documentary critically engages with the 
historical narratives of  the urban factory site. The third section investigates 
in a similar manner the dynamics around the city’s National Theater, 
exploring the historical narratives and recent restaging in local discussions 
on cultural projects. It further discusses how a recent controversial 
performance engages with local and national cultural narratives. Overall, 
the chapter brings to the fore how these two urban heritage sites embody 
for the Rijekans the ‘soul’ of  the city, thus generating a distinct sense of  
cityness.



Image 7.1 – The Liberation Monument (Spomenik oslobođenja) on the Delta with a view on the Mrtvi 
Kanal, installed in 1955.



315‘It had a soul before’

urBan sites of heritagization

My discussion of  the Rikard Benčić factory and the Hrvatsko Narodno 
Kazalište Ivan pl. Zajc (HNK – Croatian National Theater) reflects on a wider 
trend in local urban politics in which Rijeka’s municipality, increasingly 
from the 2000s onwards, expresses a renewed attention for the heritage 
preservation of  urban historical sites. This so-called heritagization – 
the process of  how meaning is attached to objects, practices and places 
from the past and transforms into diverse forms of  heritage - is part of  
a wider urban cultural politics aimed at city-branding, a dynamical city-
making process that I have described in more detail in chapter 5. Before 
the analysis of  this chapter will turn to the historical and contemporary 
meaning-making of  the Rikard Benčić and the Theater, this section first 
contextualizes the wider setting of  Rijeka’s historical urban heritage. 
It highlights how Rijeka’s municipality understands the role of  urban 
heritage sites within a wider quest to how material heritage is able to 
narrate the city’s historical imaginations of  a distinct sense of  cityness 
within today’s political context.

Many remarkable buildings and urban sites remembering to 
Rijeka’s history are nowadays some of  the most vivid places of  everyday 
encounter in the city. To name a few, in the city center, the Hrvatsko 
Narodno Kazalište Ivan pl. Zajc a flourishing cultural institute, the market 
halls are a daily hub for shopping by both Rijekans and those from the 
surrounding region, the Palača Modello hosts the city library and the 
Circolo Italiano (the Italian social club). Outside the center, the Trsat castle 
is a well-visited tourist attraction whose bar also attracts Rijekans from 
other neighborhoods enjoying the splendid view, and the new Rijekan 
University Campus in Trsat is a vivid site of  education that has been built 
on the place of  the former barracks of  the Hungarian army (especially 
known as the barracks where D’Annunzio hosted his troops). On the other 
side of  the heritage map, the many buildings and sites that remember of  
Rijeka’s industrial and socialist past are mostly abandoned. 

Rijeka has many such sites reminiscent of  the city’s industrial and 
socialist past, and those are the places that have become key to Rijeka’s 
current heritage debates. The city’s industrial activities underwent a 
revival when Rijeka became the largest port of  socialist Yugoslavia from 
1947 onwards, a status which it held until the period of  decay in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s. Rijeka’s traditional industries, such as for 
instance the shipbuilding industry, the paper mill and the oil refinery, the 
engine factory, and the torpedo factory and launch station, were during 
this period re-energized and made Rijeka one of  the most economically 
important and largest cities of  socialist Yugoslavia (Rogić et al. 1996; 
Strenja 2012, 26 – 121). The population expanded and from the 1960s 
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onwards new town quarters emerged. Slowly but consistently, Rijeka’s 
urban landscape expanded no longer only along the coastline – west- 
and eastwards from the Rječina river onwards – but also a bit more 
uphill (Rogić et al. 1996). Concrete socialist modernist apartment blocks 
raised in the new cascading skyline of  Rijeka – to its citizens offering 
splendid views over the sea and over the busy industry along the seaside. 
With the independence of  Croatia from Yugoslavia in the early 1990s, 
the former centralist state-driven industry collapsed. The citizens now 
overlooked a coastal strip of  abandoned industries that was built beneath 
them: the port, the torpedo launch station, the Rikard Benčić factory, 
the train station that had lost its function, the port’s Delta area between 
the Rječina river and the brackish water, are only some of  the examples. 
The Liberation Monument on the Delta (erected in 1955) reminds until 
today of  a past socialist Yugoslav world (Image 7.1) - its socialist realism 
expressed by the three partisan fighters on top of  a T-shaped (to refer to 
Tito) obelisk (Đekić 2006, 103 – 105).
 What is more, the disappearance of  the Yugoslav state had 
an important impact on Rijeka’s everyday society that had until then 
largely been dominated by the presence of  its industrial workers. With 
the collapse of  Yugoslavia, the role of  the workers drastically changed: 
from ‘”heroes of  work” they became “victims of  transition”’ (Petrović 
2013, 97-98). Whereas workers in Yugoslavia were crucial in the 
construction of  a Yugoslav modernist, internationalist, and cosmopolitan 
Brotherhood and Unity ideal, being core to the socialist state identity, 
workers lost this role in the post-Yugoslav society. Consequently, Rijeka’s 
abandoned industrial sites and buildings can be considered as places that 
embody the experiences of  the 1990s transitions. Within this period of  
‘transition’, many aspects of  socialism which were closely connected to 
Rijeka’s industrial society – technical progress, cosmopolitan socialism, 
internationalism and multinationalism – became forgotten aspects of  the 
past in the post-Yugoslav nationalizing societies. Yet, as will become clear 
later in this chapter, within the ruins of  the socialist industries, Rijeka 
would find from the 2000s onwards the potentials for building a future. 
Indeed, as Petrović (2013, 96, note 1) has argued in relation to the wider 
post-Yugoslav region, also goes for Rijeka. He argued that the ‘ruins of  
the industrial era strongly connected with socialism evoke ruined potential 
for negotiation of  identities that would offer an alternative to divisions 
along ethnic and religious lines that currently dominate the post-Yugoslav 
spaces’. 

The material architectural remnants of  Rijeka’s socialist past 
recall not only the revival of  the city’s industry accelerated by the Yugoslav 
state, but also an urban imagination of  a Rijekan sense of  cityness, I 
want to argue. As one of  Yugoslavia’s main industrial hubs, it was with its 
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industries, but also with the elements that characterized this ideal socialist 
industrial society that Rijeka identified itself: ideals of  multinationalism 
and an international outlook. These ‘urban imaginations’ of  the industrial 
society were embedded in Rijeka’s material socialist remnants. In a post-
1990s nationalizing Croatian society, however, memories of  socialism 
became increasingly problematized. 

Maybe the best-known example of  how Rijeka as a Croatian city 
faces difficulties with such memories to its socialist industrial past and 
multinational and international outlook, are the debates around a rusty 
ship, which became in particular famous as Tito’s ship Galeb (‘seagull’). 
Since 2007/2008, the ship has been docked in the port of  Rijeka – 
abandoned and rusty (Images 7.2, 7.3, and 7.4). The Galeb is especially 
known for its historical role in Tito’s international politics. Originally a 
trade and marine ship and built in 1936, Tito used the Galeb since 1953 as 
state ship and private yacht. Hosting many Hollywood stars, presidents, 
royal families, artists and scientists, the Galeb became the boat that 
transported the Yugoslav president to foreign state visits and functioned as 
a sort of  dacha, where state decisions and deals were made. In a recurrent 
worlded narrative, the Galeb would have been the place where the Non-
Aligned movement was incubated, the movement that formed a bloc 
of  countries aiming to avoid both US and Soviet influences during the 
Cold War years.428 The socialist memories related to the Galeb and Tito’s 
politics of  the ‘Third Way’ in socialism have since 2007 increasingly 
been appropriated by the city of  Rijeka. When the Croatian state, for 
instance, declared the Galeb national heritage in 2006, after recording 
overdue maintenance to the ship, the state decided to assign the care and 
sustenance of  the marine heritage to the city of  Rijeka. In 2009, the 
city of  Rijeka became owner of  the ship, and from 2017 onwards the 
municipality expressed intentions to turn the ship into one of  the main 
tourist hotspots by making it a city museum – an aim that until today 
has not been fulfilled. Recently, the Galeb became part of  the European 
Capital of  Culture Program ‘Age of  Power’ (Grad Rijeka Online, n.d.; 
Rijeka 2020 Online, n.d.a). A clear narrative of  origin of  Rijeka’s assumed 
historical connection with the ship does not exist, albeit Tito often used 
Rijeka as port of  departure for his sea trips.429 Most sources simply report 
the main goal of  the municipality to make the ship serve as the city’s most 
important tourist attraction (Cupać 2019; Rijeka 2020 Online, n.d.a). Yet, 
the Galeb-Rijeka relation is a posteriori constructed in narratives that for 
instance emphasize that after technical research conducted to the ship by 
a special team, many technical components of  the ship were found to be 
produced by Rijeka’s factories.430

Sustaining and renovating the ship turned out to be a highly 
costly project, the city soon found out, resulting into a long-lasting process 



Image 7.2 – Exterior of the ‘Galeb’ along the Delta (2018).



Image 7.3 – Interior of the ‘Galeb’ (2018).



Image 7.4 - Detail of the interior of the ‘Galeb’, seemingly untouched (2018).
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of  tenders, funding and running out of  funding and which has up till 
today not made any progress.431 Also, the ship became subject of  a local 
debate on what to do with Tito’s Yugoslav heritage, reflecting wider 
Croatian discussions on the sense and nonsense of  Yugo-nostalgia. The 
renovation of  the Galeb was embedded in wider political debates between 
Croatian (far-right) nationalists wanting to wipe out the socialist memory 
to Tito’s multinational and liberal political voices finding in the Yugoslav 
past a model for the anti-Fascist and multinational urban society they 
envisioned Rijeka (Erlanger 2000; Surk 2017). For the latter party, the 
Galeb could serve as showcase of  the complexity of  Rijeka’s past. Ivan 
Šarar, head of  the cultural department of  the city of  Rijeka and director 
of  the Ri2020 project, remarked in an interview with the international 
press agency Reuters that ‘it’s interesting that just by undertaking this 
(restoration) we have already been declared revisionists’ (Robinson 2017). 
Yet, so Šarar continued, ‘we want to create a place for dialogue, away 
from the current situation of  extreme black, white and red truths that 
lead nowhere’ (ibid.). The comment highlights the politicized context 
of  ‘anti-Fascist’, ‘Croatian nationalist’ and ‘socialist’ narratives the local 
Rijekan actors who aim to renovate the Galeb ship as city museum have 
to navigate in. 

Discussions of  preservation of  post-industrial or socialist heritage 
are thus, as the Galeb case exemplifies, intermingled with broader debates 
on the ideologically divided political space in which Rijeka has to move 
its cultural policies and urban renewal projects. The processing of  the 
socialist past and heritage in cultural programs and artistic interventions 
are, therefore, often instrumentalized by local cultural and political actors 
to create an alternative discourse of  empowerment to the city.432 The 
story of  Rijeka’s intended heritagization of  its often abandoned industrial 
and socialist heritage thus poses a wider question around Rijeka’s material 
past. A key question is how urban heritage spaces are able to narrate the 
city’s historical identity within today’s political context, in order to create 
a framework for a future urban society. In what follows, I will focus on the 
Rikard Benčić factory and the HNK in Rijeka as part of  this debate, in 
order to examine what these different places – referring to socialist and 
non-socialist historical narratives - of  urban heritage ‘do’ to the city and 
how they circulate in the city’s urban imaginaries.

RikaRd Benčić: an uRBan aRchive foR histoRies of change

Walking from Rijeka’s city center into today’s Krešimirova Ulica, one will 
at a certain moment find the factory site known as Rikard Benčić on the 
right hand, its main palace facing the city’s train station more or less in 
front. This five-stores light-yellow plastered building hides a larger factory 
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site that once hosted Rijeka’s sugar refinery, in local fiumano dialect known 
as the Zuccheriera (which in Italian means ‘Sugar bowl’). This building and 
today’s abandoned factory complex behind is closely entangled with the 
city’s historical narratives of  wealth and decay, and urban experiences 
of  change. This section serves to map a short history of  the Rikard 
Benčić site in relation to the city’s experiences of  change and shows how 
these narratives informed from the 2000s onwards an urban policy of  
revitalizing industrial heritage.

Originally, the main building that can be noticed from the street 
and that hosted the refinery’s offices, was directly facing the waterfront, so 
that its logistics were tuned with the port. The narrative of  the origin of  
the sugar refinery is often centered around the decision made in 1750 by 
the Habsburg empress Maria Theresa to strengthen the economy of  the 
city. She decided on the establishment of  a sugar factory in Rijeka, rather 
than in neighboring Trieste. The company was provided with many 
commercial advantages, such as exemption from custom duties that came 
with Rijeka’s status as free port city. As such, the sugar factory has indeed 
often been described as ‘the birthplace of  Rijeka’s industrialization in the 
eighteenth century’ (Đekić 2006, 149; Matejčić 2013, 247-248; Rijeka 
2020 Online, n.d.b) and it has been emphasized that ‘the Sugar Refinery 
made a huge impact on the urban landscape of  Rijeka, as it was the 
point of  origin for the massive wave of  industrialization which affects 
Rijeka’s destiny even today’ (Rijeka 2020 Online, n.d.b). At the time of  
its founding, this part of  Rijeka was one of  the most western edges of  the 
city - most of  the port warehouses were built in the nineteenth century, as 
was the railway station (Image 7.5). 

The contemporary site exists of  a variety of  buildings which 
were constructed during different time periods. The sugar refinery was 
linked to both Rijeka and Trieste (named the Haupt-Handlungs-Compagnie 
von Triest und Fiume) and financed, owned and exploited by an Antwerp 
private trading company (Lukežić 2003; Matejčić 2013, 243-248; Rijeka 
Heritage Online, n.d.). It expanded its offices throughout cities all over 
Europe, while its headquarters were staged in the large baroque palazzo 
- full of  paintings and frescos – and which received its current outlook 
after the 1782-1786 reconstruction following a fire that had destroyed 
the original building. The sugar refinery was in function until 1828, after 
which it was used by the Hungarian army. In 1851 the buildings hosted 
a tobacco factory, growing into the largest factory of  the empire. It was 
then that the factory site received its current form, with the tobacco 
factory (Tabakera in fiumano dialect) adding new buildings to the industrial 
complex: today known as the T-object and the H-object, referring to the 
shapes of  their constructions. From 1945 until 1998 the complex hosted 
an engine factory, providing the site with the name it still has: Rikard 



Image 7.5 – View to the westside of the city, with the railway station and the port warehouses, taken 
from the Molo (2019).
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Benčić, after the Rijekan-born, former tobacco worker and anti-Fascist 
partisan who had fought against the Nazi regime and was shot in 1944 on 
the age of  twenty-four.433 

The industrial activities during Yugoslavia re-energized the 
factory site. I described in chapter 5 in more depth how the socialist 
Brotherhood and Unity policies and socialist industrial state planning 
caused a reshuffle of  Rijeka’s population. On the one hand, Rijeka’s 
integration into Yugoslavia made many Italians leave the city, opting for 
Italian citizenship promised to them by the international Peace Treaty 
between Italy and Yugoslavia. On the other hand, workers from all parts 
of  Yugoslavia, as well as Communist-oriented Italians took their place, to 
relaunch the city’s port industry (Abram 2017, 72; Puppini 2005; Purini 
2010). With the collapse of  Yugoslavia and its industrial system, the 
engine factory faced bankruptcy in 1998 - the entire complex was then 
purchased by the city administration. As mentioned before, the collapse 
of  Yugoslavia also brought for Rijeka a large shift in everyday social 
dynamics, since workers were not anymore celebrated as heroes of  the 
state. Various of  the key elements that had for decades made up Rijeka’s 
urban identity – industrial activity, a celebration of  labor, multinational 
coexistence, thus disappeared to exist when Yugoslavia ceased to exist. In 
order to understand how these socialist industrial heritage sites function 
within contemporary urban dynamics in Rijeka, the next sections will 
therefore explore how Rijeka’s city-makers and citizens negotiate the 
factory’s histories of  socialist industrial labor and transition into a process 
of  contemporary heritagization.

RikaRd Benčić as place-making pRoject

Because of  its long history, closely attached to the city’s narratives of  
wealth and decay, as well as experiences of  change, the Rikard Benčić 
soon became key subject of  the city council’s plans for urban renewal, 
presenting the site as an urban archive. On the one hand, its architectural 
remains recall periods of  wealth and decay of  Rijeka’s industrial past, 
during various phases of  regime change. On the other hand, the name of  
the former factory brings a narrative and memory of  the city’s political 
counter struggle. It was this place filled with urban narratives that the 
municipality intended to return to the Rijekan city-dwellers, through 
heritagizing the place of  former industrial production and making it the 
new cultural headquarter of  the city by hosting the modern art museums. 
In the summer of  2017, the Muzej Moderne i Suvremene Umjetnosti u Rijeci 
(MMSU) - Rijeka’s Museum of  Modern and Contemporary Art - indeed 
moved in to one of  the buildings, being the start of  what in 2020 with the 
European Capital of  Culture Year should have been grown into a vivid 
cultural center. After the move of  the MMSU, the Benčić site would also 
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become home of  a youth center, the City Library, and parts of  the City 
Museum.434 This section further analyzes the vivid public discussions and 
various visions on this process of  heritagization of  the Rikard Benčić site 
so far.

When the municipality purchased the factory site in 1998, they 
announced a call for projects in order to explore the possibilities for 
renovation of  the heritage site. From the start, it was clear that the 
buildings had to host the MMSU. In 2001 the winning design by Rijekan 
architects Saša Randić and Idis Turato emphasized the active role the 
museum should play in the activities and vivacity of  the city. Centered 
around the T-building, the design intended to build a large glass façade all 
over the old brick-construction. This glass would embed the old industrial 
construction as a museum piece itself, and connect this to the surrounding 
area (Grad Rijeka Online 2003a, 2003b; Randić and Turato, n.d.). On 
their design, the architects wrote that 

the catalytic character of  the institution vis-à-vis the happenings in 
the city gives this building a significant urban content. Therefore we 
considered it necessary to retain the neutrality of  the building itself  
due to its active relationship towards contemporary events. Besides 
having a basic museological program, the museum records and 
organizes events and consequently also acts as an active participant 
in them (Randić and Turato, n.d.).

The ideas behind the design seem here to suggest a distance from the 
historical luggage of  the buildings – focusing in particular on the 
contemporary social interactions in the city. The first designs of  the new 
city museum intended to create a neutral building, yet its architectural 
designs should invite to interaction, so did the architects present their 
plans (Grad Rijeka Online 2003b). The museum construction was 
technically multi-layered: underneath the building should arise an 
underground parking, above the ground there were the remnants of  the 
old brick construction, and the glass façade would cover all this. 

Such a construction would thus not directly serve to remember 
the urban memories connected to the factory’s heritage, but rather served 
physical conservation of  the material construction. Neither the architect, 
nor the municipality referred to any aims to regain the memories of  the 
socialist history connected to the Rikard Benčić as heritage site. Rather, 
the aim was to show the brick construction itself. The design intended 
to preserve and restore in particular the art historical heritage in the 
offices of  the former sugar factory, which regained memories of  Rijeka’s 
glorious eighteenth-century past. When in 2003 the contracts between 
the municipality and the architects were signed and the first phase of  
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preparatory documentation started, it was indeed the renovation of  
the offices of  the former sugar factory that took place first, a work that 
proceeds until today.435

 The original project designed by architects Saša Randić and 
Idis Turato was never put into practice. This was due to the high costs 
of  the renovation project of  the Rikard Benčić site which came with a 
parking underneath the museum and with the glass construction. The 
city of  Rijeka could not afford this plan. What is more, due to the fact 
that because of  the ground water underneath the T-building, the parking 
and foundation of  the construction had become impossible technical 
challenges. In general, the project was in the local press considered as yet 
another ‘evidence for the disastrous public space management’ of  the city 
(Ogurlić 2012). During the years, however, several buildings on the terrain 
were demolished to make space for the enlargement of  the T-Building, 
such as the brick chimney and some large buildings – as photos from 
these years show (compare the two helicopter view photos presented by: 
Ogurlić 2012; Žapčić 2016). The former factory site – with the years 
stripped of  several of  its buildings – became to function as a municipal 
parking terrain. New architects Dinko Peračić and Miranda Veljačić were 
attracted to design the Rikard Benčić site in a more simplified fashion. 
Anno 2019, the new plans around the area that are planned to be finished 
in 2020, are the reconstruction of  the Ciglena kuća kompleksa Benčić (‘Brick 
House complex Benčić’) into a Youth center or Children’s House, and 
the T-object into the Rijeka City Library – both constructions designed 
by the original architect Saša Randić. Simultaneously, the administrative 
buildings of  the Sugar refinery are continued to work on and will host 
the Rijeka City Museum. The H-object received a new design which hosts 
since 2017 the MMSU.436

 The new renovation plans did not add new elements or layers to 
the existing factory constructions, but rather started from the idea to leave 
the space as it is, to renovate it and make the city’s cultural institutions 
move in as soon as possible. Images 7.6 and 7.7 show the minimalist and 
industrial space the H-building still is after the MMSU moving there. The 
walls are plastered and the ceiling renewed, yet the old stone pavement 
still depicts the places where the machines were located, and the outside 
brick walls are left untouched. In the words of  MMSU director Slaven 
Tolj (2017) (director 2012 - present): ‘[…] we don’t have the money to 
finish completely a new house for the museum. […] We have the space, 
we will start work and next year we will take the next step. It is a very 
organic way to transform and make a new space for the program.’ This 
viewpoint obviously has a practical aspect with it, being the fastest and 
less expensive option to finish the renovation in time for the European 
Capital of  Culture Year in 2020, where the site was intended to function 



Image 7.6 – Exterior of the Rikard Benčić site, with the T-building in the back on the left, and the 
H-building (with the banner) which hosts the MMSU, on the right side of the photo (2019).



Image 7.7 - Interior of the MMSU in the H-building. 



329‘It had a soul before’

as center of  the cultural activities. 
Yet this choice to move to the unfinished building also leaves open 

space for the heritage site to develop. In the words of  MMSU curator 
Sabina Salamon (2017), the movement of  the museum is ‘a place-making 
project.’ She approaches the move to the Benčić site as the creation of  
a physical urban public space, that is about making ‘a good place that 
people can share’, ‘not just art, but also the place’. In our interviews, the 
museum’s curator and director both highlighted the idea of  returning the 
Benčić site to the people of  Rijeka. Such a vision has a very banal meaning, 
in the sense that, as Salamon (2017) for instance remarked, it means that 
the neighbors should have the opportunity to walk around with their dogs 
in the park surrounding the buildings. Such an approach thus remains 
space for the Rijekans to enclose the landscape of  the former heritage site 
into their daily activities in the city. Tolj (2017) emphasized the museum’s 
intentions to attract both the citizens from the surrounding neighborhood 
and the former factory workers, because ‘this place is a workers’ place 
and there is a very strong emotion of  community people who are very 
linked to this space’. Salamon (2017) remarked too that ‘when we [the 
museum] move to Benčić we have to build our identity there, we have 
to welcome people’. For the representatives of  the museum, the move 
to Benčić is obviously also an opportunity to rethink and strengthen the 
reputation of  the MMSU.437 

The idea of  the Benčić site as a place-making project envisions 
ideas of  transition and refers to processes of  Rijeka’s post-1990 quest to 
create a post-industrial society. On this, Salamon (2017) remarked:

Because we wanted to detect or maybe approach the city after 
all these changes, what happened in the 90s - we have a big 
economical defeat. We have statistics that said that 30,000 people 
went out of  the city, from the 90s on. Industries felt down. So it 
is all part of  say, [a] global [phenomenon], in the sense that in 
Europe many industries felt down. Liverpool for example also 
built up a new identity. But are we able to make something out 
of  the culture and the art? What could be a source for Rijeka as 
such? This is kind of  an initial question. Or maybe [a] first step 
is a research in what kind of  city we live. What is Rijeka now? 
Because we kind of  lost the roots - we are not a port city anymore. 
We are not an industrial city anymore. But we were.

In the citation above, the museum’s curator referred to the changes Rijeka 
underwent after the defeat of  Yugoslavia, referring to the Rijekan society 
as one that needs to find its way after the 1990s ‘post-socialist’ transition 
period. By comparing Rijeka with Liverpool, the curator turned the 



330 Rediscovering Cityness

experiences of  transition into a global phenomenon, emphasizing the 
dynamics of  a post-industrial urban transition. As a city that had strongly 
been characterized by industrial activity, Rijeka was now in search of  
defining its roots again. Art and culture, Salamon suggested above, could 
be a way to examine what Rijeka could become in the future and to 
discover new sources for its urban identity. As the new center for art and 
culture, the Rikard Benčić could become such a place where Rijeka could 
explore new narratives and sources of  identity, being a place-making 
project for the wider city. As such, the heritage site becomes the subject 
of  a ‘post-period’, which is characterized by ‘negation, that is defining 
it by what it is not, implicitly recogn[izing] contemporary uncertainty, 
transiency, and contingency’ (Diener and Hagen 2013, 490; Sakwa 1999, 
125; Stenning and Hörschelmann 2008, 313). These ‘post’-dynamics, so 
scholars of  especially post-socialism have argued, are characterized by the 
many parallel processes, contrasts and interactions between policies and 
discourses of  post-socialist societies, processes of  post-industrialization 
and privatization discourses (Gal and Kligman 2000, 9-11; Hann et al. 
2002; Stenning and Hörschelmann 2008).

So far, this section has shown how the Rikard Benčić site as 
abandoned factory became subject to the city council’s policies of  urban 
renewal and heritagization – some successful, some unsuccessful. The 
move of  the Museum was presented as a critical turn in the city’s new 
strategic plan. Because of  the factory’s long history, the heritage site was 
embedded in urban narratives of  wealth and decay and a history of  
change – urban narratives of  place that were adapted in these visions 
for urban renewal. By discussing the various and changing visions for 
the Rikard Benčić site by the municipality, architects, and MMSU staff, 
I have shown that the Rikard Benčić is considered a key place-making 
project for the city. From a narrative of  wealth and decay, the ideas for 
the redevelopment of  the site moved towards a narrative of  histories of  
change – a development that was maybe as much driven by practical as 
by ideological incentives. The move of  the museum as a cultural and 
artistic impulse was considered by all parties as a way to evoke change. 

This idea of  change, however, was not about recreating work 
possibilities or finding alternative economic paths. Rather, it was about 
finding a new identifying narrative for the city. As part of  the process of  
transition of  the Rikard Benčić from abandoned factory site into Rijeka’s 
main cultural site, the MMSU director Branko Franceschi (director from 
2004-2008) invited a local visual artist to create a film about the memories 
attached to the so-called T-building, soon to host the new museum. 
This documentary film “Rikard Benčić”, naprimjer turned out, however, to 
critically engage with the experiences of  change and transition in the 
city. In the following section, I will further explore how the film visualizes 
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the historical urban experiences of  change and transition at the Rikard 
Benčić.

visualizing change

When visual artist Nadija Mustapić (Rijeka, 1976) was commissioned 
by MMSU director Branko Franceschi to create a film on the memory 
of  the T-building, she approached producer and cultural worker Marin 
Lukanović (Rijeka, 1979). “Rikard Benčić”, naprimjer (‘“Rikard Benčić”, for 
example’) became a documentary film of  around 35 minutes and gives 
voice to the various plans, memories, and emotions of  Rijekans to the 
heritage site. In the words of  the film makers, their film ‘is a story about 
transformation and transition, of  […]’ deindustrialization – ‘of  facts, 
time, emotions and expectations’ (Mustapić 2008). Rather than a site of  
memory for the various pasts of  Rijeka, in their film, the former factory 
is a memory site of  the history of  change. 

Both film makers have their biographies and professional life 
embedded in the process of  post-socialist transition after the breakup of  
Yugoslavia. Their works are often revealing an interest in what questions 
of  change bring to the urban society or landscape.438 It has made the 
city of  Rijeka a recurrent trope and focus in the work of  both. Mustapić 
works predominantly with video installation, exploring multidimensional 
relations between the representation of  space, its subjectivity, and political 
contingency. She has made various visual art works that focus on what she 
calls places of  stagnation in Rijeka.439 In the documentaries of  Lukanović 
too, Rijeka often receives a key position, aiming with his short films 
to narrate the histories and stories behind key architecture and places 
in the urban landscape.440 The choice for documentary as the way of  
production was therefore key in assembling these histories and memories 
of  the factory site and of  the people having worked at this place. As 
Lukanović (2017) highlighted in our interview, a documentary has the 
potential to tell the history of  a place that people can pass by everyday 
but still don’t know. Moreover, documentary film has more social impact 
than video art has, arguing that a documentary is more visible and can 
also be shown outside the museum space. It is for this same argument of  
“Rikard Benčić”, naprimjer not being an ‘art work’, that when Mustapić and 
Lukanović presented their work in 2008, the documentary was in first 
instance negatively received by the successor of  director Franceschi and 
stored in the museum archive – only to return to the attention of  the new 
MMSU directory of  Slaven Tolj and curator Sabina Salamon some years 
later (Mustapić 2017). 

Centered in and around the T-building, the film announces 
visions for the future of  the site by key actors such as the Mayor, architect, 
or museum director. But most of  all, the camera films how former factory-



Image 7.8 - Following the ex-workers through the building: ‘Industry is the people, workers; industry is 
the knowledge,’ screenshot “Rikard Benčić,” naprimjer (2008).



Image 7.9 - Paint peeling off the walls, Screenshot “Rikard Benčić,” naprimjer (2008).
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workers enter the building – most of  them for the first time since the 
factory’s closing in the 1990s.441 Following them through the building, 
the camera registers their memories (Image 7.8). The vivacity of  their 
narrated memories, when the camera focuses on these ex-workers, enables 
the spectator to visualize the interior of  the building, the work activities 
and events that took place in this building. The workers are interviewed 
but soon they were guided by their own memories. Lukanović (2017), 
for instance, mentioned in our interview that they have not included 
historical documents and material – as intended – but ‘to leave it to the 
imagination of  the people. […] These people showed it all, there was so 
much expression by these people.’

Focalization is a strong narrative technique in “Rikard Benčić”, 
naprimjer – the theoretical concept allows distinguishing the visual 
perspectives from which presented elements are observed in a given 
cultural work (Bal [1985] 2009, 145–164). Several times the ex-workers 
are shown in silence in front of  the camera, seemingly having returned 
to the past world in their memories which remains unknown to the 
viewer – worlds of  their youth, of  socialism, of  workers unions and self-
management, and ambiguous ideals of  Brotherhood and Unity. These 
memories they only partly recount to the viewer. The focalization of  the 
camera does not only function to narrate these histories, but in particular, 
emphasizes change – showing the vulnerability of  that what has been 
gone.

The camera develops an additional level of  narrativity, which takes 
the form of  scattered and abstract interruptions of  close-up fragments 
depicting the materiality of  the building. Several times the viewer sees 
close-ups of  the peeling paint on the walls of  the building (Image 7.9). 
Another shot follows the angular and rusty metal pipes, another a bicycle 
wheel that continues rolling through the long machine hall, and another 
shows a dangling lamp revolving around its axis as a sniper searching for a 
prey. Such alienating close-ups shift focus from the individual experiences 
to the material aspects of  the building. These shifts in focalization trigger 
changes in the viewers’ perception of  the space, in this case giving voice 
to the building itself  –as if  the past of  the building is indeed enclosed in 
all these layers of  paint that now peel off the walls. As such, the building 
itself  regains agency in this narration about changing memories and 
political regimes – a narrative technique that addresses the subjectivity of  
the historical narratives as well as the question of  political contingency.

‘Benčić will keep happening again’
‘In a word, it represented everything to me, a young man who came into 
the city and wanted to get somewhere. I saw everything in this building. 
The house, the land and everything else. For me it was the best thing’ 
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(Mustapić and Lukanović 2008), a former factory worker proclaims when 
entering his former workplace. The scenes of  the film reveal a tension 
between the narratives of  nostalgic urban encounter and the ex-workers’ 
troubled historical experiences. On the one hand, the ex-workers as 
protagonists of  this film describe their memories of  an idealized past, or 
as one of  them proclaims: ‘Oh my God, those were great times’ (ibid.). 
They narrate how young and old, and people from different parts of  
the region worked together and spent most of  their lives in the factory, 
how men and women interacted, about the parties, the soccer matches 
during the short breaks, the sneaky flirtations and even marriages that 
started in this factory. ‘Somehow I still live in the past because I don’t 
know how else to live,’ another ex-worker muses (ibid.). Such images of  
the past come close to the images that remain in the head of  one of  the 
documentary makers, as Mustapić (2017) for instance remarked about 
Rijeka as hometown: ‘And in many ways I see all of  these individual 
histories intertwining in this place here, as something that becomes part 
of  the history of  this city. It doesn’t … it is not the same type of  history 
as for example the history of  the city of  Split or some other city on the 
coast. And it is not a Mediterranean history either. But at least to me it is 
like a history that has accepted all of  these… kind of  included all these 
individual histories.’ These historical urban imaginations emphasize that 
what has been past and thus suggest a history of  change.

At the same time, the memories also register traces of  inequality 
and ethnic tensions. These are all filmed outside the T-building, with the 
construction at the background - the camera moving away from the close 
intimacy inside the building. A woman remarks that female workers were 
payed less and treated unequal in comparison to their male colleagues, 
while at the same time, the factory organized yearly trips on women’s 
day. The theoretical condition of  the everyday convivial encounter that 
has been addressed by Gill Valentine is also at stake here in the factory. 
She remarked that a culture of  tolerance can only exist by means of  a 
condition of  unaddressed differentness and power relations (Valentine 
2008, 334).442 In the memories of  the women in the factory, the yearly 
celebration of  the female workers and the narratives of  everyday 
encounters and interactions in the factory – which go through gender 
divisions – can only exist by neglecting the memories to the unequal 
financial gender conditions. 

This issue of  leaving inequality and difference unaddressed and 
questions of  who has the power to tolerate, also comes to the fore in 
the second half  of  the film, when the former factory-workers remember 
the ethnic tensions in the city that affected the social interrelations in 
the factory. During the first years of  the 1990s, they remark, groups of  
workers were fired, and they disappeared. Almost without exception 
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Serbian workers, as the result of  what they call the factory’s management 
starting to ‘count blood cells’ (‘Prebrojavati krvna zrnca’). Besides of  a 
wider Croatian metaphor used to refer here to a sort of  obsessive and 
overdetermined investigation for an unnecessary information - the term 
expresses, I would say, also a multidirectional memory (Rothberg 2009) 
in which the ethnic tensions of  the 1990s meet the eugenic politics of  
the Nazi regime. The emotions closely registered by the camera are 
about the inability and lack of  decisiveness – or self-management - of  
the other colleagues to act against these resignations that are presented 
here as ethnic cleansings.443 Despite of  the workers’ experienced freedom 
and conviviality, with the arrival of  the management’s policies of  ethnic 
profiling, they found themselves without the power to decide who to 
tolerate.

This is also the only moment in the film that the camera leaves 
the Benčić site, showing Rijekan citizens waiting for the traffic lights at 
Rijeka’s Jadranski square. The scene is accompanied by the words of  a 
factory worker who says that ‘the moral is that we shouldn’t allow the 
person next to us to be harassed because our turn will come tomorrow. 
Until we learn that, Benčić will keep happening again’ (Mustapić and 
Lukanović 2008). The socio-historical dynamics that took place at the 
Benčić site start to function here as an example of  the dynamics of  both 
encounter and conflict in the wider city, as a moral lesson. 

What does this documentary film add to my story about the 
meanings attached to urban imaginations of  the Rikard Benčić? In sum, 
my discussion has focused on how the Rikard Benčić factory is represented 
in “Rikard Benčić”, naprimjer. The film locates the heritage site among wider 
memories and experiences of  post-socialist transition, deindustrialization, 
urban encounter and urban renewal. The Rikard Benčić is more than 
a site of  memory of  the various regimes that have governed Rijeka, as 
well as of  the municipality’s visions of  urban renewal. This documentary 
film, I hope to have shown, enables to examine the semantic layers that 
go beyond the visions of  monumental preservation of  this urban site. It 
allows for understanding the various experiences, memories, senses and 
affective politics around the heritage site among the people that have 
worked at this factory.

Through visual interventions in the story, alongside the spatial 
movement of  the camera inside and outside the T-building, the film 
indicates different levels of  narrative focalization. As such, the camera 
gives voice to various actors: to the heritagization and urban renewal 
plans of  the municipality; to the factory workers and their memories of  a 
Yugoslav past and the transition period; and to the building structure itself, 
being a witness of  political transition and change. Moreover, the camera 
reveals the tensions of  inequality behind the urban narratives attached 
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to the Rikard Benčić: besides experiences of  wealth, decay, and social 
encounter, the factory site stands for the ex-workers for empowerment 
of  their own lives and to the place they lived and worked. The film is in 
the end, the spectator realizes, about the appropriation of  the past and 
especially about the ability of  people to deal with dynamics of  change 
in their city. This is what the Rikard Benčić stands for. The heritage 
site has turned here into an urban archival microcosm, enclosed in the 
memories and experiences of  the Rijekan city-dwellers – rather than only 
reflecting a dream of  urban renewal by Rijeka’s municipality. ‘Somehow 
I still live in the past because I don’t know how else to live’ (Mustapić 
and Lukanović 2008) one of  the factory workers proclaimed in the film. 
Returning the Rikard Benčić to the Rijekans, ‘it would mean a lot for 
you, young people’ (ibid.), so another worker mused just before the end 
of  the film.

Returning Benčić to the Rijekans is a slow process. At the moment 
of  this writing, in 2019, the renovation of  the entire complex and site was 
still under construction. So far, the building that once hosted the offices of  
the sugar refinery has been mostly renovated, and part of  the H-building 
now hosts the MMSU. The remaining terrain is subject to large activities, 
in order to make the site ready for January 2020 – the start of  the Cultural 
Capital Year. The discussions on the meaning-making of  the site by the 
Rijekans and the city remains under while at the background. This is a 
large contrast to Rijeka’s other urban heritage site that is on the forefront 
of  current public discussions in the city. Being a space of  political and 
cultural appropriation of  the city, the Hrvatsko Narodno Kazalište Ivan pl. 
Zajc is at the core of  vivid discussions on empowerment to the city and 
as a place that empowers the Rijekan citizens to tell their own histories.

challenging nationalisM in front of 
the national theater

From my first visits to Rijeka in 2015 onwards, I regularly passed by 
Kazališni Park where I noticed the many changing banners on the façade 
of  the Hrvatsko Narodno Kazalište Ivan pl. Zajc (HNK - Croatian National 
Theater). These colored banners served to announce the upcoming 
theater and opera program and were often accompanied by a banner 
with an outstanding phrase. These phrases were often proclamations that 
served to promote the program or play at stake, and even though they 
in one way or another directly referred to the play or theater season to 
promote, these proclamations as often communicated a critical or thought-
provoking message. One example is shown in Image 7.10, depicting 
the façade in respectively the spring of  2019. The photo announces a 
concert (left banner), that is accompanied with the phrase ‘Opera with 
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authority’. Rather than referring here (only) to the announced program, 
the proclamation also aims to communicate a message from the theater 
into the city and to the citizens drinking their coffees outside the bars of  
the theater square after their shopping in the nearby market. 
 The banners were introduced by the HNK’s management 
directors Oliver Frljić (intendant 2014 - 2016) and Marin Blažević 
(intendant 2014 - present). My discussion in chapter 5 of  the Riječke Ljetne 
Noći (Rijeka Summer Nights) has already highlighted how, during the 
period of  collaboration between the two, their performances often stroke 
a chord, as they addressed provocative themes. Many of  their theater 
performances challenged the region’s conflictual past caused by ethnic, 
ideological, and cultural differences, leading to heavy critiques and protests 
after every theater performance. Frljić’s performances were not only in 
Rijeka considered as controversial. Be it in Rijeka, Vienna or Munich, in 
many European city theaters where Frljić has staged his performances, 
he challenged ethno-nationalist sentiments – considering these both as 
a contemporary ideological sentiment and as an historical trauma (Frljić 
2016). The German press described their experience with one of  his 
plays as leaving a ‘traumatized’ audience (Altmann 2015; Hallmayer 
2015; Berger 2015). In the following three sections, I will discuss how 
the attendants of  the Rijekan National Theater assigned themselves the 
collective responsibility – a cosmopolitan duty - to challenge sentiments 
of  nationalism, using theater performances as a cultural action against 
dominant forms of  politics.

The direct addressing of  the Rijekan citizens by the banners on 
the Theater’s façade, I want to argue, is rooted in a longer tradition in 
which the Theater has played an important role in the identity politics 
at stake in and about the city. In chapter 5 I already described how the 
HNK has recently become part of  the ECoC program, in which the 
Theater is one of  the city’s cultural institutions used to address European, 
Croatian and local questions of  identity and diversity. Starting from the 
argument that the Theater’s contemporary critical role in urban politics 
is rooted in a historical place-making process, this chapter will further 
analyze how the role of  the city’s Theater within wider urban experiences 
imagining a distinct sense of  Rijekan cityness. By focusing on one of  the 
intendants’ most remarkable performances: Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću (‘Call 
for the resignation of  Frljić and Blažević’, June 2015), which critically 
engages with these historical imaginaries of  Rijeka’s Theater, I tend to 
show how the HNK has been instrumentalized by its management as 
city-makers to critically raise a voice to the Rijekans. In so doing, I tend 
to understand how Frljić’s and Blažević’s as controversial, unorthodox 
and conflictual considered performances aim to contribute to a coming to 
terms with the past and to the collective historical traumas in the present. 



Image 7.10 - Promotion for the concert ‘MATVEJEFF, BRAHMS, SIBELIUS’ in May 2019. 
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Between state theater and theater of the people

Today’s Hrvatsko Narodno Kazalište Ivan pl. Zajc had been inaugurated in 
1885 as the Teatro Comunale, being the result of  the urban modernization 
politics under mayorhood of  Giovanni De Ciotta (Mayor between 
1872-1896). The new theater was built at the central Ürmeny square 
(nowadays Kazališni Park) – as proud center of  the neighborhood that 
became in that same period to host many new cultural, public and private 
buildings as well as the city market (Image 7.11). Similar as to the style 
of  the surrounding quarter that was intended by the city administration 
to reflect the both local and imperial grandeur of  the city, the theater’s 
design by architects Herman Gottlieb Helmer and Ferdinand Fellner was 
a masterpiece of  architecture of  its time, blending Viennese architecture 
with Italian, Viennese and Hungarian handcrafted ornaments, statues 
and interiors.444 At the opening event of  the Teatro Comunale in October 
1885, two of  the most popular grande operas of  the 1880s were put on stage 
– Verdi’s Aida and Ponchielli’s La Gioconda, so does the historical narrative 
recites (HNK Ivana Pl. Zajca Rijeka, n.d.; Palinić 2016, 189).

Many narratives around the origin of  the theater emphasize the 
need for a modernized and concrete theater building that could meet 
the safety standards of  the Austro-Hungarian Empire (HNK Ivana Pl. 
Zajca, n.d.; Palinić 2016, 189-190; Riječka Baština Online, n.d.). Without 
exception, these narratives put the construction of  the Teatro Comunale in 
line with a longer tradition of  city theaters in Rijeka, a tradition that in 
particular came to flourish with the Adamić Theater which had since 
the eighteenth century formed the cultural heart of  Rijeka (HNK Ivana 
Pl. Zajca Rijeka, n.d; Palinić 2016, 189-190; Riječka Baština Online, 
n.d.; Rijeka in Flux Online, n.d.). Rijeka’s numerous theaters have 
often been addressed in line with the ‘specific position of  the city, which 
was laid claim by even four states, ethnic and cultural belongings of  its 
inhabitants [which] had also an influence on numerous objects, which 
were being multiplied in the area of  Rijeka’ (Palinić 2016, 489). Not only 
the many factories hosted their own theaters for the workers (so called 
dopolavori) but, indeed, the various cultural and national appropriations 
to Rijeka initiated the construction of  multiple theaters by both private 
and public city initiators, in particular visible in Italian (among which the 
Filodrammatica in 1890 and the Teatro Fenice in 1914) and Croatian (among 
which the Hrvatska čitaonica in Trsat in 1897 and the Hrvatski kulturni dom 
in Sušak in 1934) cultural theaters.445 

In a similar manner, also the history of  the Teatro Comunale 
reflects identity struggles in the city of  Rijeka – the recurrent renaming 
of  the theater reflects the political turmoil the city was subject to. The 
Teatro Comunale was renamed into Teatro Verdi in 1913, adapting with this 
reference to Italy’s most celebrated opera composer who was considered a 
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cultural emblem of  the struggle for Italy’s Risorgimento (Van Kooten 2018). 
Considering the Teatro Verdi as reflecting the hope for the fiumani citizens, 
the Rijekan historian Edoardo Susmel (1939, 164) referred in 1939 to the 
Teatro Verdi in the following celebratory terms: ‘[Since its construction] 
the Verdi theater non served differently than continuing the splendid and 
glorious Italian tradition of  art and of  patria of  the Civic, confirming the 
faith and hope of  the fiumani.’446 Following the Yugoslav power change in 
1945, the theater was then renamed into Narodno Kazalište - Teatro Popolare 
(‘People’s Theater’). 

The theater became an instrument to implement Rijeka’s 
binational socialist image as ‘a city of  Croats and Italians’, thereby 
presenting the city’s Italian cultural traditions next to a program calling 
for the liberation of  the Croatian citizens (Abram 2018). From 1946 
onwards the first operas and plays in Croatian language were staged, 
offering the audience a bilingual Italian and Croatian program. The 
‘“Croatian” Renaissance drama on freedom (Dubravka by Ivan Gundulić) 
and a Croatian national opera devoted to a crucial battle fought by 
the Croats against the Ottomans in the sixteenth century (Nikola Šubić 
Zrinski by Ivan Zajc)’ were the first Croatian plays staged in 1946 (Abram 
2017, 74; Ðekić 2006, 87-95). In 1953 the name of  a Rijekan born - and 
Croatian considered - composer was added to the name of  the theater: 
Narodno Kazalište Ivan pl. Zajc (to Ivan Zajc – plemeniti referring to his 
aristocratic birth). In 1991 the theater became one of  the four national 
theaters of  Croatia, gaining the name it has until today: Hrvatsko Narodno 
Kazalište Ivan pl. Zajc (HNK Ivana Pl. Zajca, n.d.).

Alongside the theater’s function as extension of  Rijeka’s changing 
governments, being a cultural token for the successive Habsburg, Italian, 
Yugoslav and Croatian national glory, the theater similarly functioned 
as representation of  a particular urban tradition. This was to be found 
in the exterior of  the building signed by many city emblems, such as the 
Indeficienter, which had to illustrate the wealth and independence of  the 
city council during the years of  its construction. But more significantly, the 
choice for particular culture and language policies in the theater became 
a significant way to emphasize the exceptional cityness of  Rijeka. This 
started already with the 1885 decision by Mayor De Ciotta to only allow 
Italian-language operas and theater plays and to abandon any Hungarian 
or Croatian in the theater – a decision to underline Fiume’s autonomous 
status within the empire (Lukanović 2010/2011). After the ‘Italian’ period 
of  the Teatro Verdi (1913-1943) during which Italianization of  the city was 
used as nationalizing policy, it was the Yugoslav government that returned 
the binational language politics to Rijeka. In context of  the wider Yugoslav 
Brotherhood and Unity policies from the late 1940s onwards, Rijeka was 
consciously promoted as a binational city of  Croats and Italians (Abram 
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2017) - a policy that would also affect the Narodno Kazalište. Rather than 
a Croatian national act, the 1953 renaming of  the theater into the name 
of  the composer Ivan Zajc can also be read as a way to emphasize the 
urban Italian-Croatian cultural mixed traditions in Rijeka. Although Zajc 
is often commemorated as the ‘Croatian Verdi’, a title that refers to his 
musical innovation, the compositions of  Zajc are – rather than Croatian 
nationalist - in particular characterized by intermingling international 
musical styles, for instance drawing on Croatian folk music while applying 
Italian musical techniques (ERNiE 2018). And even though historians 
have, with reason, interpreted ‘the extensive celebrations organized for 
the 120th anniversary of  Zajc’s birthday’ in 1951 as ‘the best expression 
of  a renewed public narrative on the national awakening of  the Croatian 
people’ (Abram 2017, 74), most probably, the renaming of  the theater 
after Ivan Zajc in the early 1950s also served for the Yugoslav government 
as a sign for socialist ideals of  Brotherhood and Unity between the 
Croatian and Italian peoples in the city. 

A similar, contemporary, experience in which the HNK highlights 
the multinational cityness of  Rijeka, was in the early 1990s the success 
of  a theater play whose storyline was situated in Rijeka. This theater 
play Vježbanje života (‘Exercises of  life’) became strongly attached to the 
memory of  the theater. The play was a theater adaption of  the book with 
the same title that had been published in 1985 by the author Nedjeljko 
Fabrio, who had been raised in Rijeka (1937 – 2018). The play was put 
on stage for the first time in February 1990 and during the six years 
that followed became one of  the most successful plays of  the modern 
HNK until today. Both the book and the theater play are inspired on 
Fabrio’s family experiences of  migration and the multinational existence 
of  life in Rijeka. These narrate the entangled histories of  an Italian and 
Croatian family in Rijeka. The timing of  the theater production staged 
between 1990 and 1996, is significant. While the storyline is nowadays 
widely praised for the ‘kaleidoscopic characterics of  Rijeka, based on the 
complex historical and migratory changes that shaped the outlook and 
soul of  this city’ (Novilist 2018; Hribar 2018; La Voce del Popolo 2018), the 
multinational narrative did not fit into the Croatian nationalist rhetoric 
of  the Homeland War that aimed to create an independent Croatian 
state. The success of  this story on multinational Rijeka presented the city 
as distinct from wider political dynamics in Croatia.

Up till today, the HNK is imagined as a place of  criticism to 
prevailing social and political regimes. For instance, Marin Blažević 
(2017), the current Theater’s director, emphasized that ‘the theater 
just has to be critical. Always. Against the social, political and general 
political context in which it is positioned.’ For Blažević (2017), the theater 
is not a national theater, but a ‘people’s’ theater. Whereas the meaning 
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of  narodno has since the socialist time into the Croatian Republic moved 
from ‘people’s’ to ‘national’, Blažević does not refer here to the socialist 
meaning of  narodno/people. ‘It is not just a change of  tactics but it is 
something that is very specific to the identity of  this city and its people. 
I realized at one point that people that live in this city have a history 
of  being the opposition. Being resistant to the nationalistic discourses 
and politics and to conservative ideologies,’ Blažević (2017) continued. 
For him, a people’s theater means that a theater should, rather than an 
instrument of  the state, be an instrument of  the people to get their voice 
heard. As such, these words by the theater›s director thus reflect on a 
recurrent trope of  the theater›s history in which the cultural institute is 
part of  wider history of  identity politics in the city and for which the 
institute is instrumentalized in a continuous struggle for empowerment 
to the city.

So far, this section has shown how the Croatian National Theater 
in Rijeka has since its opening in 1885 been part of  local identity 
politics and empowerment to the city by the various national and local 
governments. During its past, the Theater was an urban site that has 
recurrently been appropriated by the various political governments 
passing by in Rijeka – the Theater’s architectural wealth and cultural 
program being a showcase for these changing governments. Yet, my 
discussion of  the Theater’s history of  place has also demonstrated that 
the Theater was at the same time intermingled with urban imaginations 
of  Rijeka’s particular cityness, referring to Rijeka’s urban autonomy 
and multinational attitude during nationalist identity struggles. As I will 
further discuss in the next section, from the 2000s onwards, the HNK was 
actively staged as an urban public space in which to raise a critical voice to 
the (national) state. In what follows, I further discuss the re-creation of  this 
public urban heritage site by exploring the affective politics, experiences 
and atmospheres around the HNK staged by the Theater’s management. 

a way to influence society

Before turning to a discussion of  the theater performance Otkaz Frljiću 
i Blaževiću (2015) to illustrate the ways how Oliver Frljić and Marin 
Blažević create an embodied experience of  the HNK site, it is crucial 
to understand the vision on theater of  both men. This section explains 
their vision on the societal role of  theater in context to the wider political 
dynamics in Croatia and the region. The process of  post-socialist re-
nationalization of  citizenship in the Western Balkans often – according 
to the critique of  the left - went together with a reconstruction of  both 
symbolic and administrative ethno-national geographies of  borders and 
belonging (Vidmar Horvat 2011; Vidmar-Horvat and Delanty 2008). As 
a response, I want to argue, their vision on theater making evokes to the 
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audience a strongly embodied experience.
Oliver Frljić became the new director of  the National Theater 

in Rijeka in 2014 – a function that he would withdraw from in 2016. He 
worked together with Marin Blažević, who became in 2014 the theater’s 
general manager and dramaturge – a function that he fulfills up till today. 
Both men have a background that draws on more than theater alone. 
Frljić is a theater producer who is not only trained in theater directing, 
but has also studied theology, philosophy and religious culture. He was 
born in Bosnia, as son of  a Serbian mother and Serb-Croatian father, 
fleeing to Croatia during the 1990s Yugoslav Wars. Frljić reached in 
particular an ambiguous status with his Balkan Trilogy, consisting of  the 
performances Turbofolk (2008), Damned be the traitor of  his homeland (2010) 
and Cowardice (2011), which all three engaged with the disintegration of  
Yugoslavia and the ambivalent relation between official and personal 
memories.447 Blažević was born in Rijeka and studied in Zagreb, receiving 
a PhD in comparative literature. He worked as dramaturge and assistant 
professor at the Academy of  Dramatic Arts in Zagreb and at Columbia 
University School of  Arts and is well known for his scholarly and artistic 
experimentally ‘intra-cultural’ dramaturgy that addresses inter-ethnic 
and inter-cultural dynamics and tends to open up political cultures within 
a society. 

Both men, indeed, consider theater performance as a dialogue 
with the audience about the current state of  society (Blažević 2017; Frljić 
2016). Moreover, theater is for Frljić a way of  social engagement, for 
expressing identity, and a way to change society. Obviously influenced 
by role theory, Frljić explained to me during our interview that he sees 
theater as a powerful institution to make his audience aware of  what 
heterogeneity does in and for society. In his own words: ‘I took literally the 
words of  Shakespeare that all [the] world is [a] stage and I try to use this 
small part of  the world as a theater as a performative tool’ (Frljić 2016). 
For Frljić, the microcosm that is the city of  Rijeka is the only possible stage 
for his performances. The city’s Adriatic history as an autonomous and 
migratory city and its ‘different identities liv[ing] together’ are important 
inspiration in Oliver Frljić’s (2016) work.

The theater and opera performances produced by the two men 
from 2014 on, are considered highly controversial. Whereas Blažević 
continues his function up till today, in April 2016, the HNK announced 
that Frljić left his position as intendant of  the Theater, and would proceed 
his activities as part of  the ECoC team. An intensive public and media 
debate followed, suggesting both a voluntary and a forced departure. 
Whatever reason contains a part of  the truth, as I will later discuss, it 
is clear that Frljić’ performances strike a political chord, leading to 
heavy critiques and protests after many of  his theater performances. 
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Blažević continued to work for the Theater, however, waking people up 
on a less controversial way then before, still by means of  participating 
theater (Blažević 2017). How Blažević continued the cultural program 
of  the Theater, I have discussed in more depth in chapter 5. Here, I am 
in particular interested in these two years of  corporation from 2014 to 
2016, and how, by means of  their performances, Oliver Frljić and Marin 
Blažević used the urban site of  the Theater to critically engage with 
urban imaginaries of  the city’s and national society and as such aimed to 
contribute to a coming to terms with the collective historical traumas in 
past and present.

a foruM for puBlic prosecution

The performance Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću was the opening play of  the 
2015 edition of  the yearly cultural festival Rijeka Summer Nights, the 
city’s theater festival discussed in chapter 5 and that since the arrival of  
Frljić and Blažević increasingly has been used to raise public debates in 
the city. In the words of  Frljić (2016), their events in and around the 
theater ‘aimed to question the identity of  Croatian society and how 
this identity has been constructed since 1991 till the present day.’ The 
production of  Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću in 2015 was a direct response to the 
aggressive public responses to the announcing of  their Trilogija o Hrvatskom 
Fašizmu (‘Trilogy on Croatian Fascism’) that was to be performed a few 
days later – also as part of  the Rijeka Summer Nights. The individual 
parts of  the trilogy had been staged a year earlier, in 2014, then raising 
vivid controversies in Croatia. Noteworthy was for instance the act 
of  protest by Rijekan war veterans on 18 November 2014. When the 
third part of  the trilogy, Hrvatsko Glumište (‘Croatian Theater’ – a play 
that examines the relation between Fascist nationalism and theater) was 
announced on the façade of  the Theater, a second banner was added 
with the text ‘Croatian apolitical theater’. Rijekan war veterans added a 
third banner on the theater’s façade with the text ‘I’ll tell you one more 
thing - remind [the downfall of] Vukovar 1991’. On that day, it was 
twenty-three years after the battle of  Vukovar, which– despite the many 
victims on many fronts – was remembered by Croatian nationalists as the 
day that two hundred Croatians were removed from the local hospital 
and murdered. The veterans had aimed to use the theater’s façade to 
remind of  the national Croatian struggle of  independence – a memory to 
the Homeland war that Frljić and Blažević addressed as a dangerous act 
of  ‘Fascist’ nationalism in their trilogy (Cuculić 2014). It was for this same 
public anti-nationalist critique, that the two intendants had already in 
2014 become subject of  a public call to resign them from their position in 
the Theater (ibid.). Meanwhile, the city of  Rijeka was the only Croatian 
city that welcomed the Trilogija o Hrvatskom Fašizmu in its theater. The 
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local newspaper Novi List, for instance, reported in May 2015 that Rijeka’s 
Mayor Vojko Obersnel had emphasized that Rijeka’s Theater – financed 
by the municipality, so the Mayor added – was the only Croatian city that 
had wanted to invite Frljić’s Bakhe and Aleksandra Zec (the first two parts of  
the trilogy). ‘Theater is also politics’, Obersnel concluded (Hribar 2015).

Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću brings the resignation of  the two intendants 
on stage as a public prosecution, in which Frljić and Blažević are the 
protagonists of  their own theater play (Cuculić 2015; MojaRijeka 2015). 
The spatial urban context in which the performance is staged is key to 
both the storyline and the reception of  the theater performance. The play 
is performed outside, in front of  the theater and made use of  references to 
some foundations of  the city’s historical culture. The act is performed at 
one of  the main squares of  the city of  Rijeka, at Kazališni Park, situated 
in between the theater – which serves here as a Greek temple - and the 
market halls, dramatizing the sphere of  a classical Greek agora or Roman 
forum, the ancient place where democracy and public debate flourished. 
The surrounding architecture of  the market, the palazzi and the Palača 
Modello – all from a glorious Habsburg era and reflecting Italian and 
Viennese architectural styles – emphasize the rich European cultural 
and political history of  the city that is all coming together in this single 
square. The spatial setting of  the performance, an outside and open 
space suggesting a forum, thus reinforces the participating character of  
the event, referring to values of  democracy and freedom of  speech and 
thereby turning the performance into a ‘theater for the people’.

This participating effect is also reinforced by the two banners at 
the façade of  the building, declaring ‘Despite everything’ and ‘Opening 
Rijeka Summer Nights’, referring to the protests against the Trilogy on 
Croatian Fascism. Moreover, the issue of  freedom of  speech is further 
addressed by means of  the script of  the performance, which is centered 
around the hate mails that were posted on the Facebook page that had 
made a public call to resign both theater intendants.448 These posts and 
hate mail, calling for the resignation of  Frljić and Blažević and frequently 
accusing the two men of  Fascism themselves, were during the performance 
transferred from the internet space to the traditional public space of  the 
theater square (MojaRijeka 2015; Cuculić 2015). Subsequently, these 
posts were publicly announced at the theater square by Frljić and Blažević, 
in the way news was announced in the ancient times. Frljić and Blažević 
are in this case both author of  and performer in their theater play. 

The texts were here detached from their original mediating 
source, which was the social media, to be restaged in a performative theater 
drama. Since one of  the main characteristics of  drama is the absence of  
a mediating communication system (Pfister 1998, 4-5), this performative 
act created new spaces for interpretation of  these same texts. In this play, 
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the freedom of  interpretation contributed to the audience’s experience 
of  the performance as highly controversial. This audience was important 
in the course of  the script. Part of  it was regular theater audience – most 
often the cultural elite of  the city. Yet, besides of  this regular theater 
audience, a group of  Croatian war veterans had also made its way to 
the theater – representing a hardcore group of  those who accused the 
two intendants of  being traitors of  the Croatian nation. As I will further 
discuss below, the emotions at stake during the performance – both of  the 
intendants and of  the audience - made the audience part of  the theater 
performance, activating a participative way of  theater. The urban spatial 
setting of  the performance turned Frljić and Blažević into protagonists 
and the audience into antagonists putting forward the conflict. At the 
same time, the performance questions who or what is then causing the 
intrigue in the drama.

I would argue that the ideology of  nationalism is in this case 
causing the intrigue of  the drama – appearing here thus not as an 
individual character, but as an ideology, sentiment and trauma present 
in the Croatian society. As I mentioned before, dramatic performances 
are characterized by a sense of  immediacy in the action on stage (ibid.). 
Indeed, Frljić and Blažević make use of  the sense that drama enables both 
the dramatic text and its reception process to take place simultaneously. 
The dramatic text (the Facebook posts) thematizes nationalism, in order 
to simultaneously contribute to the reception process of  past and present 
experiences of  nationalism by its audience.
 Firstly, the performance addressed an active, visible form of  
nationalism, to be found in the confrontation of  the audience with the 
nationalist offenses on Facebook against Blažević and in particular Frljić. 
As to be seen on photos published by for instance Novi List (Cuculić 
2015), during the performance, people from the audience – men and 
most probably war veterans – interfered the reciting ritual and verbally 
and physically attacked the protagonists and the head of  Rijeka’s cultural 
department, who was sitting in the audience. They were invited to do 
so by the attributes of  activism – tomatoes, stones and fake guns - that 
were stalled on the table in front of  Frljić and Blažević. This visible 
expression of  tension addressed a second experience of  nationalism, 
which is historical and relates to the national collective memory of  the 
Croatian Homeland War (1991-1995), which is officially remembered as 
a struggle for independence from the Serbs. The war veterans present 
in the audience experienced the performance as an accusation of  their 
former struggle for the country being driven by violent nationalism. 
This would make them active perpetrators in the war, instead of  having 
sacrificed their lives for the country. The discussion with the war veterans, 
responding to the prepared script, highlighted the contemporary divisions 
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and ethnonational sentiments in the country. The aggressive responses 
provoked by the performance were a way for Blažević and Frljić to 
demonstrate that until today, Croatia would be internally divided about 
the interpretation of  the Homeland War.

The audience’s responses were thus made into a key role in the 
performance, they were made into characters by Blažević and Frljić. 
During the interview, Frljić (2016) told me: 

I refer constantly in my work to the war crimes that are done. 
When I work in Croatia I speak about the war crimes of  Croats. 
When I work in Serbia I speak of  those war crimes and in Bosnia 
I speak about that side. And it is very important, because any 
kind of  reconciliation between all those nations is not possible 
without confessing what they did, what was the official policy of  
that time. And it is very hard because there is this tension of  
victimization. This is very strong in the whole region of  former 
Yugoslavia. And I think there is a big potential for social drama. 
Addressing the trauma is not about suppressing, but I think it is 
about bringing to the surface. And it is not easy. If  you are aware 
of  it as a member of  this society, that you didn’t do anything 
while your co-citizens were tortured in concentration camps or 
killed because of  their ethnicity. 

Here, Frljić engaged with the third experience of  nationalism, the latent 
nationalism. In so doing, he spoke to the other part of  the audience – 
the neat theater audience that remained seated despite the unrest being 
unfold in front of  them. This audience too was appealed to its attitude of  
indifference which translates as a latent nationalism during the Homeland 
War, yet in an indirect manner. The conflict between Frljić and Blažević 
on the one side and the war veterans on the other, challenged the rest 
of  the audience for a response in this conflict. Thus, through addressing 
the various appearances of  nationalism, the performance questioned the 
contemporary historical and national politics in Croatia and the region, 
that is, according to the makers of  the performance, still influenced by 
both active and latent nationalist sentiments, activated by contemporary 
national politics and by an unresolved past.
 In sum, the space for interpretation was thus created by the 
spatial context, script and form of  the performance and happened to be 
key to the message of  the theater event. Through the interpretative space 
the audience was forced into an embodied performative act within the 
theater play. Only through this embodied experience, the two intendants 
as protagonists and the audience as antagonists, encountered each other. 
In conflict to each other they brought their conflicting narratives and 
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ideologies to the fore. Such strongly embodied action and speech in the 
public sphere creates a sphere of  collective responsibility. According to 
Frljić (2016), being part of  any community or collective’, he explains, 
‘means that you are taking responsibility for whatever that community 
did during its whole existence’.449 As such, the performance traced 
the historical and emergent nationalisms in Rijeka and Croatia. The 
performance addressed the active, visible nationalistic sentiments of  the 
war veterans. But moreover – and this is key to the message of  the play 
– it discussed how the rest of  the audience – the seemingly innocent, 
uninvolved citizens - relate to nationalism. 

My discussion of  Rijeka’s HNK has shown how historical and 
contemporary actors have instrumentalized the Theater building as an 
urban public space for critical discussion towards political and historical 
dynamics in the Croatian and urban society. The chapter showed that 
the Theater building has been subject to a long tradition of  historical 
place-making, in which the cultural institute played an important role 
in the identity politics at stake in and about the city. The sense of  a 
‘people’s theater’ similarly found resonance in urban imaginations 
that addressed the Rijekans for their critical attitude and multinational 
cityness, embedded in a more or less cultural and political urban sense 
of  autonomy. In the 2010s, it was this urban self-imagination that invited 
dramaturges Marin Blažević and Oliver Frljić to Rijeka. Although their 
work had been highly disputed in the rest of  Croatia, in Rijeka’s Theater 
they could pursue their provocative theater plays. As intendants of  the 
Theater, they used this urban space as an alternative cultural-political site 
to indeed act upon these imaginaries that had historically been assigned to 
Rijeka’s sense of  cityness: Rijeka’s Theater allowed for a critical attitude 
to the national state. Moreover, my analysis of  Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću, as 
one of  the most illustrating yet provocative performances of  Frljić’s and 
Blažević’s ‘people’s theater’, showed how the intendants of  the Rijekan 
National Theater assigned themselves the collective responsibility to 
challenge sentiments of  nationalism, using theater performances as a 
cultural action against dominant forms of  politics. They used the theater’s 
space in their performances to create for their audience an embodied 
performative experience, which aimed to stage a critical voice to the 
national state. 
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conclusion

‘Imalo je dušu, imalo je dušu prije!/ It had a soul, it had a soul before!’
From “Rikard Benčić”, naprimjer (2008)

This chapter has examined how particular urban sites served as places 
where cultural narratives of  Rijeka were actively remaking the city. It 
has explored the various experiences, urban imaginations, atmospheres 
of  memory, and affective politics of  two key urban heritage sites, Rijeka’s 
National Theater and the Rikard Benčić factory, while bringing these 
affective practices in dialogue with the meanings attributed to these sites 
by Rijeka’s municipal urban heritage politics. I emphasized that Rijeka’s 
heritagization policies are a way to regain ownership to the divergent 
past and present of  their city, and showed that both the factory and the 
theater have been assigned a strong symbolic role in this process. The 
chapter showed that recent voices and cultural representations of  the 
Rikard Benčić factory and Rijeka’s National Theater have turned these 
key urban heritage sites into alternative public spaces for the negotiation 
of  experiences of  cityness. They reinforced Rijeka’s urban imaginations 
based on claims of  urban empowerment and ownership to the city, while 
distinguishing themselves from the Croatian national narratives. Key in 
these dynamics of  urban place-making, the chapter showed, is the way 
how these cultural representations create an embodied experience with 
the urban heritage sites. This retrieved the Rijekans their experience that 
the ‘soul’ of  the urban heritage sites is with the people, rather than with 
the state.
 The chapter explored the role of  these sites within wider 
dynamics of  urban heritagization. I have shown that Rijeka’s 
contemporary city-makers are in search of  the way how urban heritage 
sites, and especially abandoned industrial socialist heritage, are able to 
narrate the city’s historical identity within today’s political context. In 
so doing, they navigate along wider regional ‘post-1990’ debates such 
as post-socialist transition, deindustrialization, and re-nationalization. 
They have considered the Rikard Benčić factory and Rijeka’s National 
Theater key sites in their urban renewal plans, not at least because these 
have throughout their pasts inspired to state and urban imaginations of  
wealth, decay and experiences of  change – thus to urban empowerment. 
Especially in recent years, so this chapter argued, the Benčić site and the 
HNK have been attributed by the municipality as key places to renovate 
as part of  a wider cultural place-making project for Rijeka.
 The renewed attention for the theater and the factory also 
evoked many public discussions and divergent voices. A focus on two 
cultural productions that both reflected on the discussions around the 
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two sites – the documentary film “Rikard Benčić”, naprimjer (2008) and 
the performance Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću (2015) in front of  the theater - 
allowed me to explore the divergent experiences, memories, and affective 
politics around these places. In the film, it is through visual interventions 
of  the camera that various actors around the factory are given voice: the 
heritagization and urban renewal plans of  the municipality; the factory 
workers and their memories of  a Yugoslav past and the transition period; 
and the building structure itself, being a witness of  political transition and 
change. Rather than only reflecting a dream of  urban renewal by Rijeka’s 
municipality, the film shows that the factory for the ex-workers stands for 
empowerment of  their own lives and to the place they lived and worked – 
being about the ability of  people to deal with dynamics of  change in their 
city. 
 In the case of  the HNK as urban heritage site, it was not the 
building itself  that provoked discussions among the Rijekans, but these 
discussions were evoked by the two theater intendants. They actively 
turned the building and square in front of  the theater into a public 
forum, which they used to critically interrogate historical and political 
narratives of  the national state. They thus used the urban space to turn 
the theater into a critical voice to the Rijekan citizens themselves, creating 
a critical voice to state nationalism. Meanwhile, Frljić’s and Blažević’s as 
controversial, unorthodox and conflictual considered performances aim 
to contribute to a coming to terms with the past and to the collective 
historical traumas in the present.

My analysis revealed that Rijeka’s heritage sites are more than 
physical spaces displaying the historical layers of  the city’s borderland 
experiences, as has been the approach of  most scholarship on the city so 
far. Most of  all, these sites are everyday public spaces that are experienced 
through affective and embodied encounters with the heritage sites. These 
sites were turned into alternative public spaces for the negotiation of  
experiences of  cityness. They functioned as sites from where to formulate 
a distinct sense of  urban empowerment. 

The cosmopolitan moment of  the factory and theater should 
thus not be traced in a past of  flourishing industrial and cultural 
activities. Rather, cosmopolitan experiences, for the citizens of  Rijeka, 
are enclosed in their ability to raise a voice today when claiming that 
they have the knowledge to prevent the buildings from being flood by the 
seawater. ‘It had a soul, it had a soul before!’ as one of  the ex-workers 
of  the Benčić factory sighed towards the end of  the documentary. This 
proclamation does not trace the soul of  Rijeka’s sites of  heritage in a 
nostalgic cosmopolitan past. Rather, the soul of  these buildings is with the 
people engaging with them. 



Image 7.11 – Postcard showing Piazza Ürmeny and Teatro Comunale, circa 1885-1913. On the left side 
Palazzo Modello and on the right side the city market.
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Conclusion

Cityness in and beyond the 
Adriatic borderland

This study has examined the historical continuities and discontinuities 
of  distinct geographies of  ‘cityness’ in the Adriatic borderland, in which 
experiences of  belonging and citizenship have been subject to a series of  
abrupt ruptures from the last decades of  the Habsburg Empire onward. 
I have explored the historical practices of  city-making that have framed 
and shaped Trieste and Rijeka as Adriatic border cities across the long 
twentieth century. In so doing, I have told the story of  how a range of  
cultural and political actors have created and recreated these two cities, 
forming their histories, landscapes, and geopolitical imaginations, both 
discursive and material. It is a story of  how these actors—whom I have 
presented as city-makers—experienced Trieste’s and Rijeka’s cityness 
in relation to near-constant political turmoil and shifting borders in the 
wider Adriatic region over the course of  the long twentieth century. In 
tracing continuities and discontinuities in the historical trajectories of  the 
urban imaginations surrounding these border cities, I hope to have shed 
new light on three main problematics. The study has traced, first, how 
Trieste’s and Rijeka’s urban imaginations emerged historically. Second, 
it has shown how a distinct sense of  cityness could persist during periods 
in which nationalism laid exclusive claim to citizenship practices. Indeed, 
during periods of  changing ideologies and nationalist conformity, the 
imaginations studied here have held out an alternative experience of  
belonging. Third, it has shed light on how the urban past was reimagined 
and staged for new cultural and political urban projects in the 1990s and 
2000s. 

By providing a comparative analysis that takes in a longue durée, 
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this study has established insights into how these two Adriatic cities 
developed historically. Having first been imperial free states, they then 
become contested cities within national states, then Cold War border 
cities, before finally being cosmopolitanized as ‘global’ yet European 
cities. In this last iteration, Trieste and Rijeka figure as sites of  intersection 
among changing senses of  belonging and citizenship on urban, regional, 
national, and international scales. The study combined an examination 
of  cultural and historical-political representations with a corpus of  in-
depth interviews with contemporary city-makers. As such, it provides a 
unique research space in which to explore how cultural representations 
and practices of  cityness in Trieste and Rijeka emerged in relation to the 
historical and socio-political contexts of  their production. For many city-
makers during the long twentieth century, my analysis demonstrates, a 
distinct sense of  cityness presented an alternative possible way in which 
to express their Adriatic border experience—in terms not only of  cultural 
belonging, but also of  economic and political organization. For them, 
urban imaginations served as a means of  negotiating the various shifting 
worlds inhabited by Triestines and Rijekans.

senses of cityness in trieste and rijeka

This study has traced the histories and spatialities of  senses of  cityness, 
emphasizing how they constitute unique experiences of  citizenship in the 
Adriatic borderland. In the introduction to this study, I positioned the 
research within wider historiographical debates on both multinational 
belonging, nationality, and citizenship in the nineteenth- and twentieth-
century Adriatic region and the contemporary memory politics of  
imperial nostalgia. As I explained, this scholarship has highlighted 
how ideas of  citizenship and nationality do not ‘naturally’ coincide 
and, moreover, that there were multiple possible routes leading to 
the development of  contemporary nation-state-based societies. The 
Adriatic border region’s distinct approach to belonging and citizenship 
was largely conceived and fought for in key urban centers, which have 
long functioned as the region’s intellectual and economic hubs. Indeed, 
scholars have undertaken extensive research on how Trieste and Rijeka 
have been subject to the wider region’s geopolitical dynamics, in both the 
past and today.450 Building on this scholarship on the culture, memory, 
and identity-politics, my study has critically interrogated the urban 
imaginations and narratives of  my chosen cities’ pasts. As such, it adds 
to previous work by viewing Adriatic border cities as being more than 
simply reflections of  the contested cultural politics prevailing in the states 
surrounding them. Rather, Trieste and Rijeka are also places in which 
generations of  local city-makers have actively remade and reimagined 
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their own characteristic senses of  cityness. In shown this, this study 
indicates how imaginations of  Trieste and Rijeka have been continuously 
produced anew. The open and intersectional processes through which 
cityness is created have turned Trieste and Rijeka into focal points of  the 
politics of  belonging and citizenship in the Adriatic region. 

Combining a historical perspective on identity politics in the 
Adriatic region and contemporary geographical perspectives on place-
making, I have approached the urban places in question, here, as 
processual. Distinct senses of  place emerge through cultural processes, 
woven through routes and networks across time and space. Adopting 
Massey’s notion of  ‘global sense of  place’ enabled me to highlight how 
urban identity politics in Trieste and Rijeka emerges not only in a local 
context or time-space. Rather, these political discourses and practices 
were also constructed over much longer historical periods and in much 
broader spatial frames. These wider, tendentially global processes also 
contribute to shape the sense of  place in the present (Massey 1991; 
Agnew 2011). At one level, the seven chapters presented in this study 
have explored the role of  representational strategies in shaping senses 
of  cityness. At another, they have shown how these imaginations and 
representations enable contemporary political, economic, and cultural 
projects of  city-making. Together, the chapters show the importance of  
understanding historical place-making processes in Adriatic cities. Place-
making projects bring into focus the ways in which urban citizens have 
engaged and interacted with their local urban landscape and negotiate 
their relations to the world around them. Through place-making, interests 
and loyalties intersect at local urban, regional, national, or international 
scales. I have approached these intersecting imaginings of  cityness as 
activist ‘acts of  cultural citizenship.’ My argument emphasizes how the 
city presents a kaleidoscope of  urban imaginations. Looking into it, we 
can see how inhabitants of  Trieste and Rijeka, both historically and 
today, have formed alternative ways of  imagining and experiencing their 
distinctive urban identities. 

Despite remaining constant in many respects, the senses of  
cityness characteristic of  Trieste and Rijeka have often changed in 
response to the identity politics of  the time and the changing conceptions 
of  citizenship. On a political level, my analysis has both followed how the 
shifting fortunes of  states and governments in the region have affected 
politics in Adriatic border cities, and traced changing understandings 
of  citizenship. Despite these transformations, though, my study has 
also revealed the persistence of  a sense of  cityness over time. Although 
discourses of  autonomous cityness in the region derive from a common 
origin in port-cities under Austrian or Hungarian rule, histories and 
cultural representations of  cityness in Trieste and Rijeka have developed 
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along two divergent paths. The articulation of  Trieste’s urban imaginations 
is strongly linked to its rich literary history. In chapter 1, I argued that 
this has given the Triestine sense of  cityness a distinct inflection, which 
has manifested itself  in and through literary representations of  the city 
as alternative form of  belonging to the nationalism prevailing in the 
twentieth century. For its part, Rijeka’s sense of  cityness developed along 
a broadly similar trajectory in that it too has formed through cultural 
representations of  urban autonomy. And yet, in chapter 2 I argued that 
Rijeka’s urban imaginings were entangled in urban Autonomists’ political 
struggle. In contrast to Trieste, then, Rijeka’s citizenry has engaged in a 
highly charged political campaign to reclaim ownership of  the city they 
had lost. Both manifestations of  cityness, I have argued, can be considered 
acts of  cultural citizenship.

In the case of  Trieste, I discerned four stages and tropes through 
which a distinct sense of  cityness (often formulated as triestinità) emerged. 
First, during the nineteenth century, Trieste enjoyed a relative degree of  
economic and political autonomy under Habsburg imperial rule, which 
gave rise to the trope of  Trieste’s civic municipalismo (‘municipalism’). As 
part of  this municipalismo, the city developed a rich cosmopolitan imaginary 
as a heterogeneous and modern port—a place of  encounter for people 
from all over the world. A second trope emerged in the years leading up 
to the World War One (1910-1918). As part of  the rising prominence of  
national questions in the wider Adriatic region, a discussion rose among 
Triestine intellectuals concerning the formulation of  a distinct and rooted 
tradition of  triestinità (Triestenness). Increasing, this discussion came to 
center on intellectual questions of  national belonging and urban life in the 
modernizing city. The trope found its way into literary representations of  
the urban landscape authored by modernists including Italo Svevo, Scipio 
Slataper, and James Joyce. As I demonstrated in chapter 1, with this phase 
of  triestinità cosmopolitan imaginations of  the city gathered momentum. 
The image of  a cosmopolitan Trieste was no longer an everyday urban 
experience belonging to the legacy of  the city’s past as imperial port, but 
rather became central to literary aesthetic practice and as an intellectual 
project. 

A third trope of  triestinità developed in response to the city’s Fascist 
and Nazi governments in the years after World War One. Although 
Trieste had become highly nationalized and politicized between 1918 
and 1947, Trieste’s sense of  cityness morphed into a trope of  ‘Trieste as 
a non-state.’ Through their practice, Trieste’s writers created imaginative 
alternative worlds of  urban belonging, outside of  formal politics. In 
the literary cityscapes conjured up by these writers and intellectuals, 
notions of  triestinità seemed to float in their own self-contained separate 
time-space. Suspended between past and future, they stood apart from 
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the harsh nationalizing identity politics promulgated by the Fascist and 
Nazi regimes. After World War Two, a fourth trope emerged, in which 
Trieste is presented as ‘a city of  nowhere.’ These urban imaginations 
were largely formulated among historical scholars and were disseminated 
at local public debates. These intellectuals were concerned to critique 
prevailing imaginations of  Trieste, which they argued had become an 
empty signifier. Indeed, Trieste’s post-war intellectuals sought to retrieve 
the civic significance of  their city amid wider political and historical 
debates in Italy and Europe more widely. The imaginative cityscapes 
of  triestinità betrayed a desire to overcome the nationalizing—and often 
ethnically exclusionary—identity-making processes that were so common 
in twentieth-century Europe. A Rijekan sense of  cityness, in contrast, 
expressed a desire among Rijeka’s cultural and political actors to reclaim 
ownership to their city, which had been taken over politically.

In the case of  Rijeka too, I have discerned four stages and tropes 
in the development of  its sense of  cityness. First, discourses asserting the 
city’s particular character were strongly embedded in the historical legacy 
of  liberal autonomy. It was premised on the power of  the city’s councilors, 
that had been lost in 1896 with the assertion of  central Habsburg rule. 
This experience of  losing political autonomy inspired several generations 
of  cultural and political figures in Rijeka to mobilize urban patriotism. 
Chapter 2 showed how this was a key moment of  urban myth-making. 
From the late 1890s into the 1910s, new political imaginaries of  urban 
autonomy invoked past experiences of  the corpus separatum in the struggle 
to achieve political ownership of  the city. In the years leading up to 
World War One, Rijekan discourses of  urban autonomy clashed with 
Italian claims over the city. Indeed, Fiume irredenta—the wish to redeem 
‘Fiume’ from foreign influence and incorporate the city into Italian 
territory—constitutes a second trope of  Rijekan cityness. In this move 
from the Rijekan Autonomists’ project to the Italian nationalist trope of  
Fiume irredenta, the city’s sense of  urban autonomy was subsumed into 
a non-Rijekan struggle. The aim was to create a revolutionary, avant-
garde free state. During the interwar years, under Fascist rule and harsh 
Italianization politics, Rijeka’s sense of  autonomy disappeared, at least 
in the political arena. It did return culturally, however, in the form 
of  a third imagination of  the city as a ‘delta of  cultures.’ This urban 
imagination persisted despite Fascist policies of  harsh Italianization. 
Produced by the local cultural elite, it depicted Rijeka as a multicultural 
tolerant city that served as a bridge between Italy and its neighboring 
Slavic cultures. This iteration of  the city bravely remained standing in 
the face of  nationalizing politics. In a fourth twist, this idea of  the city as 
a delta of  cultures has had a long afterlife in the literary representations 
and historical autobiographies of  Rijekan exiles. Despite being forced to 
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leave their home city, their memories and sense of  belonging remained 
wedded to ‘Fiume.’ I have defined this trope as the imagination of  ‘Fiume 
in exile.’ With this term, I have meant to grasp how migrants have both 
processed exile and territorial loss while continuing to claim ownership of  
the memory of  a city no longer their own.

By and large, scholarship on the histories of  the forms of  autonomy 
enjoyed by both Trieste and Rijeka has tended to posit autonomy as a 
constant concept. Autonomy, in this work, simply names an independent 
status.451 This study, in contrast, has demonstrated how understandings 
of  urban autonomy are dynamic historical phenomena, which express 
the cities’ changing position with respect to dominant ideologies and 
political identity politics in the Adriatic region and Europe more broadly. 
These findings have guided me toward an important conclusion: the 
urban experience of  citizenship peculiar to Rijeka and Trieste under the 
Habsburg state—in which both urban autonomy and multiple loyalties 
(to the city, region, and even nations) were permitted—did not disappear 
with the appearance of  radical political nationalisms and exclusive 
nationalized forms of  citizenship. Instead, urban citizenship has had a 
long afterlife in both cities. Persisting through cultural expressions and 
practices, notions of  citizenship continued to inspire a sense of  ownership 
of  the city among inhabitants. Despite the city councils having lost their 
political and juridical power under imperial and national regimes, cultural 
and political actors in the cities continued to frame their politics and 
relation to the state through the framework of  urban cultural citizenship. 
Long after formal autonomy ended, they retained a distinct sense of  
cityness beyond the limits of  the state.

 As I have explained above, a similar dynamic of  urban cultural 
citizenship emerged in Trieste for the first time around the years 1910 to 
1918. In this period, triestinità reflected an intellectual approach to national 
belonging and modern urban life: this form of  cultural citizenship was 
first fashioned by Trieste’s writers. In Rijeka, acts of  cultural citizenship 
had already come to the fore in 1896, when cultural imaginaries of  urban 
autonomy started to inform political struggles for urban autonomy. This 
form of  cultural citizenship was first fashioned by the local elite associated 
with the Autonomist movement. Accordingly, the concept of  cultural 
citizenship that has emerged from this study confirms existing scholarship 
on ‘acts of  citizenship,’ for which the state is not only relative but an 
institutionalized script to be performed and reiterated (Delanty 2002; Isin 
and Nielsen 2008; Isin 2012; Prak 2018). Underlying these concepts is a 
common understanding of  citizenship as a citizen-state relation primarily 
engaged in by the individual citizen, not the state. Cultural citizenship, 
then, entails a series of  cultural competences and intellectual processes 
through which civic conditions can be shaped or established. In examining 
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how generations of  cultural and political actors in Trieste and Rijeka 
have engaged in writing and enacting the scripts and setting the scenes 
that comprise the public sphere, this study has provided a contextually 
sensitive examination of  some key dynamics and practices of  cultural 
citizenship.

city-Making as acts of cultural citizenship

Ways of  imagining Trieste and Rijeka as border cities have been retrieved, 
cultivated, and restaged in local marketing and city branding projects 
from the 1990s onward. Such projects, this study has shown, are often 
built on memories of  a grounded, actually existing cosmopolitan past. In 
exploring these reworkings of  the past in the present, I have emphasized 
the forms of  urban cultural politics to which they give rise. The dynamics 
of  contemporary city-making, it appears, are also acts through which 
urban actors perform cultural citizenship.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 have explored the reworking and cultural 
mobilization of  historical urban imaginaries in contemporary cultural 
policies of  heritagization and city branding in Trieste and Rijeka. 
The formal modes in which the cities’ historical experience has been 
represented—literary in Trieste and activist-political in Rijeka—have 
fed into the ways in which contemporary cultural policies have deployed 
cosmopolitan narratives surrounding the cities. This can be seen in the 
case of  Trieste, which is geographically located on the frontlines of  the 
Cold War. After the disappearance of  the Iron Curtain in 1990, this 
memory was evoked in imaginations of  Trieste as hopeful symbol for a 
borderless Europe. What is more, from the 1970s onward, Trieste’s ‘border-
literature’ developed in tandem as both a distinct literary ‘specialty’ and 
as new urban marketing strategy. This urban imagination of  a borderless 
Trieste resonated widely in European political and scholarly discourse. 
Playing into nostalgic reconstructions of  the city’s Habsburg past, it was 
cultivated through marketing campaigns put out by Trieste’s municipal 
government in the 1990s. In these campaigns, Trieste was presented as the 
historical site of  a ‘grounded’ or ‘actually existing’ cosmopolitanism. This 
grounded cosmopolitanism was embedded in ‘naturally cosmopolitan’ 
historical places in the city, such as the Porto Vecchio or Citta Vecchia. In 
analyzing this, my discussion has showed how cosmopolitan narratives of  
Trieste’s past have been drawn into global discourses of  urban renewal. 
Motivated by a desire to remake Trieste into a prosperous European 
cultural and economic hub, these cosmopolitan imaginaries stage Trieste 
as a tourist destination.

In Rijeka, too, local city-makers restaged narratives of  a 
cosmopolitan past as part of  urban renewal plans. Yet the political 
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and historical frames of  reference were very different. From the 1990s 
onward, Rijekan projects of  heritagization and city branding developed 
in a formerly Yugoslav context. Memories of  Yugoslavia were retrieved 
within broader regional discourses as part of  the dynamics of  post-socialist 
recovery. What is more, claims about Rijeka’s particular position as one 
of  Yugoslavia’s major port cities and a gateway to the ‘West’ draw upon 
narratives of  Yugoslav socialism’s success in Rijeka, whether in relation 
to the labor system or the old politics of  ‘brotherhood and unity.’ At the 
same time, Rijeka’s geographical and economic position in the Yugoslav 
state was somewhat peculiar: in many ways, the city developed along its 
own a distinct path. 

Chapter 5 showed how projects of  urban renewal and 
heritagization, which aimed at ‘recovering’ Rijeka after the collapse of  
Yugoslavia in the 1990s and 2000s, intermingled various ‘cosmopolitan’ 
narratives of  Rijeka’s past. Moreover, I have highlighted how Rijekan 
policy-makers, the municipal government, and cultural practitioners and 
scholars have cultivated cosmopolitan historical narratives. Addressed to 
a new Europeanized cultural discourse, these narratives present Rijeka 
as key example of  a society ‘united in diversity.’ With EU support, 
Rijekan city-makers employed the city’s cosmopolitan imaginaries to 
critically disengage from what they perceived as the national Croatian 
government’s right-wing nationalist politics. Rijeka capitalized on this 
strategy—of  restaging cosmopolitan narratives of  Rijeka’s past in the 
context of  Europeanized notions of  unity in diversity—in winning the 
nomination to be the European Capital of  Culture in 2020. Rijeka’s 
‘rediscovered’ and restaged cosmopolitanism was not only calculated 
to boost the faltering local economy. It has also allowed city-makers to 
reclaim ideological ownership of  the city, which has been subjected to 
both Europeanized discourses of  democracy and nationalizing tensions 
stemming from Croatia and the wider region.

This reworking of  cosmopolitan narratives was by no means 
self-evident. In rebranding cosmopolitan narratives of  their city, Rijekan 
city-makers managed to speak to a wider European audience. Similarly, 
Triestine plans to renew the Porto Vecchio or host an international 
MetaCarso project reached a wide audience through the international 
press. However, my analysis of  city-branding and heritagization projects in 
both Rijeka and Trieste has also pointed out the difficulties faced by local 
policymakers in translating narratives of  past placehood into simplified city 
branding able to speak to a broad contemporary, international audience. 
The challenge of  concretizing a complex sense of  cityness was even more 
acute in the case of  Trieste, where city branding has drawn upon the city’s 
rich literary heritage. As I have described earlier in this conclusion, in 
this literary tradition triestinità evokes an embodied encounter with a city, 
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through which inhabitants and visitors alike inscribe personal narratives 
into the city. Indeed, to make sense of  Trieste’s literary past, local city-
makers created ways of  reenacting, experiencing, and embodying literary 
cosmopolitanism ‘in place.’ These involved establishing a literary museum 
and inviting inhabitants and tourists to participate in literary walks and 
interactive engagements with statues of  literary figures in the city center. 
These cultural projects did not present visitors to literary Trieste with fixed 
official account of  literary aesthetics and the cosmopolitan past; instead, 
it invited them to experience and create their own narratives of  the city. 
This research has shown how contemporary engagements with Trieste’s 
literary heritage have played a crucial but understudied role in creating a 
distinctly Triestine sense of  cityness. In particular, these tourism and city-
branding projects have shaped the meanings attributed to the idea of  the 
‘cosmopolitan city.’ As early as 2001, literary scholar Katia Pizzi observed 
that the idea of  the literary ‘cosmopolitan border city’ might be Trieste’s 
best-known export, both in Italy and abroad (2001, 48-54). Nevertheless, 
almost two decades on, this is the first study to have explored the role of  
Trieste’s literary heritage in its city and tourist branding in detail.
 To establish an account of  how past experiences of  cityness and 
imaginative cityscapes were cultivated and restaged in contemporary 
imaginations of  Trieste and Rijeka, chapters 6 and 7 examined how 
cultural narratives were enrolled to remake the cities at particular urban 
sites. In the case of  Trieste, I examined the place and significance of  
Caffè San Marco and the Pedocin beach in historical urban imaginations, 
showing how they have been functioned as key places in which to 
experience a distinct sense of  a Triestine cityness. Recently, everyday 
experiences at the beach and the cafe have figured prominently in 
cultural representations. These places of  encounter, these representations 
suggest, no longer belong solely to the elite poetic imaginations that have 
predominated in cultural narratives of  Trieste. Indeed, the contemporary 
marketing of  Caffè San Marco as a literary Habsburg coffeehouse is not 
only an economic venture but also an attempt to reclaim Trieste’s cultural 
past. The sense of  place assigned to this cafe—which has proven central to 
its current success—has been generated through a restaging of  historical 
narratives associated with the site. Presented as a historically significant 
cosmopolitan cafe, it has a complex global sense of  place. A very different 
approach is taken by a documentary about the Pedocin beach, which 
critically moves away from Trieste’s intellectual poetic imaginations. 
Whereas the city’s beaches and sea have long been presented as a mythical 
and reflexive horizon connecting past and present, the filmmakers 
presented the beach instead as a site of  tension between normalcy or 
everydayness on the one hand and conflicted historical imaginations on 
the other. In so doing, the documentary reconfigures experiences of  the 
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beach as a ‘grounded’ cosmopolitan site, moving away from the received 
idea of  the cosmopolitan encounter being a fundamentally intellectual 
act and embrace of  openness towards difference. The cosmopolitan 
encounter is located instead in the triestini’s capacity to move between the 
various political and historical worlds that have always surrounded their 
city.
 I have shown that in Rijeka, too, cultural narratives of  the city have 
been actively remade at particular urban sites. My chosen sites in Trieste 
evoked forms of  ‘cultural citizenship,’ in that they relate to intellectual 
processes of  writing scripts for the public sphere. My analysis of  sites 
in Rijeka, in contrast, showed how imaginative cityscapes encouraged 
not only acts of  cultural citizenship, but political activism too. Chapter 
7 discussed the Rikard Benčić factory and Rijeka’s National Theater, 
showing how these sites have inspired imaginations of  wealth, decay and 
experiences of  change. Both sites have been presented as embodying 
the ‘soul’ of  the city. Recent cultural representations of  these urban 
sites—a documentary film about the factory and performance in front 
of  the theater—have been critically interrogated and reactivated existing 
cultural narratives concerning them. In these representations of  the 
factory and theater, my analysis has shown, cosmopolitanism is associated 
not with a past flourishing industrial and cultural activity, but rather with 
the ability to criticize and rise up against the municipal government and 
Croatian state. Through these embodied representations, both sites come 
to evoke civic empowerment. Both the documentary and performance 
staged Rijeka’s heritage sites as places of  cosmopolitan critique leveled 
against to the nationalizing politics put forward by state governments.

Through these analyses, this study has shown how particular 
urban sites in Rijeka and Trieste were not only subject to wider geopolitical 
forces in the region. Beyond this, they have been instrumentalized by local 
city-makers as means of  remaking of  the city and realigning the urban 
citizenry in relation to a wider globalizing world. 

rediscovering cosMopolitan Border cities

The making and remaking of  senses of  cityness in Trieste and Rijeka 
constitutes a key dynamic in the politics of  belonging and citizenship 
in the Adriatic region. My study has brought to the fore three strongly 
interrelated manifestations of  the senses of  cityness characteristic of  the 
two cities: cultural citizenship, borderland experience, and a cosmopolitan 
imaginary. 

As I have outlined in the above discussion, historical processes 
of  city-making are acts of  cultural citizenship. Various forms of  cultural 
citizenship have cropped up in accounts of  city-making throughout my 
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research. Yet, they were all based on a common starting point: namely, 
a relationship between the citizen and state that defines citizenship not 
legally or geographically, but through common experiences, learning 
processes, empowering discourses, and imaginations of  being-in-the-
world. Moreover, whether in cultural practice or political performance, 
acts of  cultural citizenship often indicate an acute awareness of  the past. 
Often knowingly, they reclaim a particular historicity. The Triestine 
and Rijekan city-makers examined in this study revealed multiple 
manifestations, imaginations, and experiences of  cityness. Expressions, 
representations, and performances of  these imaginations figure acts 
of  empowerment. Through them, urban citizens have autonomously 
established ways of  relating to the ruling governments and political 
discourses circulating around them. Cultural citizenship involves creating 
novel civic conditions and forms of  belonging. In these tasks, cultural 
citizenship has dovetailed with practices of  cultivating cityness. 
 Alongside the focus on particular cities and their cultures, my 
conclusions in this study also highlight the importance of  borderlands 
as a key force in the formation of  citizenship in Europe. My research 
connects up with a growing body of  scholarship concerned to open up 
existing approaches to belonging, nationalism, and citizenship. Even 
today, the development of  modern ideas of  citizenship is still often 
traced back to the aftermath of  the French Revolution, as it played out 
in western European capitals. My study has espied another, parallel path 
along which a European public sphere developed: historical experiences 
of  cityness in the Adriatic borderland. In showing how the Adriatic 
borderland has been a site of  significant intercultural transmission and 
political transformation in Europe, my findings confirm arguments made 
by scholars of  European borderlands and transnational regional spaces 
(Balibar 2004a, 2004b; Zanou 2018; Kirchner Reill 2012; Chambers 
2008). Experiences, imaginations, and representations of  border cities—
with all their various shifting forms and meanings—have been crucial 
in the development of  characteristic senses of  cityness in Trieste and 
Rijeka. Imagining themselves as citizens of  a border city has provided 
city-makers with an opportunity to fashion alternative ways of  being-in-
the-world.

Urban border experiences are a prominent feature of  the 
cosmopolitan imaginations that have emerged in both cities. In Trieste 
and Rijeka, the condition of  being, or belonging to, a border city 
has been overdetermined, that is, shaped by multiple interests. That 
condition has been performed in a number of  media, from literary novels, 
through European Capital of  Culture, to theater performances. These 
‘performances’ tend to emphasize urban pasts. In my investigation, it has 
emerged that these imaginations of  the border city have been central 
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to processes of  cosmopolitanization of  Trieste and Rijeka. Indeed, the 
condition of  being border cities has been taken as the focus of  both cultural 
production and a distinct cultural-political European discourse. The cities 
have functioned as nodal points in this discourse: models for the post-Cold 
War and post-conflict European ideal of  open, tolerant, and inclusive 
societies. Drawing on the insights from the field of  critical border studies, 
I have approached borders as a series of  practices and performances. In 
so doing, I have highlighted the contingency and historical dynamism 
of  borders and conceptions of  borders (Parker and Vaughan-Williams 
2012; Parker et al. 2009). To this field, this study contributes a grounded 
analysis of  border imaginations, which does not take the border as a pre-
given geopolitical phenomenon. Instead, it problematizes imaginations 
of  borders, seeing them as in a constant state of  becoming and aiming 
to understand the work that border imaginations perform (Parker and 
Vaughan-Williams 2012, 728).

The ‘rediscovery’ of  Trieste and Rijeka as cosmopolitan border 
cities in contemporary city-marketing and tourist branding, I have shown, 
has discursively reimagined the ‘cosmopolitan European city.’ It is also a 
peculiarly reflective form of  nostalgia. As Svetlana Boym has put it (2001, 
xviii), this nostalgia works not by longing for a past that no longer exists or 
even never existed. Instead, it thrives on longing in its own right, dwelling 
on the ‘ambivalences of  human longing and belonging.’ In Rijeka, this 
revival of  an imagined cosmopolitan past draws on intersecting imperial 
memories of  Hungarian and Yugoslav histories; in Trieste, it draws on 
memories of  the Austrian Empire and the Cold-War. Svetlana Boym 
has remarked that surges of  nostalgia often follow revolutions. What she 
writes about the cultural manifestations of  longing that accompanied the 
French Revolution also holds true for the ‘revolution’ of  the nation-state 
in the Adriatic region: in France it was ‘not only the ancient régime that 
produced the revolution, but in some respect the revolution produced the 
ancient régime, giving it a shape, a sense of  closure, and a gilded aura’ (2001, 
xvii). A similar situation can be seen in the former Habsburg Adriatic: 
although the heterogeneous cosmopolitan empire preconditioned 
the emergence of  national consciousness, national consciousness also 
produced the cosmopolitan empire, at least to a degree. The new national 
dispensation gave rise to ‘unrealized dreams of  the past and visions of  
the future that became obsolete’ (2001, xvii). This is not to say anything 
especially new about the mythologization of  the Habsburg past. Scholars 
of  the nostalgia for not only the Habsburg Empire but also the idea of  
Mitteleuropa more generally have emphasized how these longings largely 
arose in response to the rise of  exclusivist nationalism. It expressed a desire 
to recover local or individual forms of  agency that preceded nationalist 
or totalitarian centralization (Baskar 2004; Magris [1963] 1982; Kundera 
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1984; Schlipphacke 2014, 5-6; Vidmar-Horvat and Delanty 2008, 207).
In addition, my research has shown how cosmopolitan imaginaries 

of  the Habsburg past in my chosen cities have intersected with different 
memories of  cosmopolitanism in the Adriatic. In the case of  Trieste, 
these memories have to do with its history as a Cold-War border city; in 
Rijeka, they concern its strong civil society in the period of  the Yugoslav 
state. From the 1990s onward, the reinvention of  Trieste and Rijeka as 
cosmopolitan border cities has brought these various legacies together 
to produce new geopolitical imaginations. Through these nostalgic 
discourses, citizens participate in performing forms of  metropolitan 
longing and belonging against the backdrop of  national politics and 
global flows.

This study has problematized the processes of  cosmopolitanization, 
critically highlighting what imaginations of  border cities do. What is more, 
I have set out the various implications of  the cosmopolitan narrative 
frames that have been imposed on histories of  Trieste and Rijeka. 
Attributing a cosmopolitan past to the city has done more than simply lay 
claim to empowering civic histories. Among some, celebrating the image 
of  the cosmopolitan city is also a way of  critiquing the indifference of  
urban society, in that in a cosmopolitan city citizen can easily withdraw 
from critical debate in the public sphere. In other cases, a cosmopolitan 
narrative of  a flourishing past made the contemporary city seem stagnant, 
for in this discourse the future can never be so prosperous as what has 
come before. In exploring the imaginative power of  cityscapes, then, my 
study has broached the fraught and complex processes through which 
cities are ‘cosmopolitanized.’ These dynamics, I would suggest, merit 
further research.

future research directions

This research has attempted to show how an appreciation of  grounded 
histories and geographies of  cityness allows us to understand how citizens 
fashion alternative imaginations and experiences of  their way of  being-
in-the-world. In so doing, it raises a number of  questions and several 
new research directions concerning the concept of  cultural citizenship. 
This concept, I have suggested, involves the creation for new conditions 
of  citizenship and belonging. As such, it works in tandem with the 
cultivation of  ‘cityness.’ In a borderland, where states and governments 
are constantly changing, cultural citizenship has and still does provide 
a channel through which citizens can express their relation to the other 
and the world. This form of  citizenship operates ‘between the lines’ or 
‘beyond’ the juridical and political institutionalized scripts of  the state. 

 As a persistent form of  political practice beyond the state, cultural 
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citizenship should be distinguished from another well-known borderland 
phenomenon: political regionalism. This study has not discussed the 
regionalist movements in and around contemporary Trieste and Rijeka, 
including Istria, in any great detail. The reason for that is that the aim of  
these movements (which include Movimento Trieste Libera, Movimento 
Territorio Libero di Trieste, Lista za Rijeku, and Istarski Demokratski 
Sabor [IDS-DDI]) is to establish territorial, juridical, and political 
autonomy on the basis of  their city or region’s multicultural, linguistic, 
and historical distinctiveness.452 Autonomous movements’ claims are often 
strengthened by EU regional policies, which emphasize the uniqueness 
of  small European regions and importance of  regional minority rights. 
Moreover, the EU provides regional movements with an institutional 
platform on which to voice their struggles.453 Despite these movements’ 
critiques of  existing states, they often define themselves according to the 
same logics of  citizenship and state belonging that prevails in the states 
and system they rail against. In the case of  Istrian regionalist movements, 
for instance, Pamela Ballinger remarked that:

the Istrian regional identity contains its own exclusions and has 
not succeeded in maintaining certain forms of  intercultural 
communication across the Istrian peninsula. The territorialized 
understanding of  identity – of  belonging to a place, as well as to 
a community of  speakers of  various linguistic variants – means 
that this multiculturalism does not entirely escape the logics of  
territorialized states, even when it positions itself  against the 
state (and beyond that state, below the state, and so on) (Ballinger 
[2014] 2017, 116).

New research into the dynamics of  cultural citizenship in relation to 
regionalism in the Adriatic and other European borderlands might offer 
answers as to why certain regional identities spawn political movements 
while others do not. It is important to stress, though, how the visibility 
of  autonomist movements, and their strongly politicized regionalist 
discourses, tends to overshadow non-separatist expressions of  alternative 
belonging and citizenship in the Adriatic.454

What is more, focusing on cultural citizenship might offer 
new perspectives on the highly complex and contentious dynamics of  
citizenship formation in the territory of  former Yugoslavia. Scholars 
of  post-Yugoslav citizenship have recently established new frameworks 
for grasping how citizens have fashioned activist forms of  citizenship 
within, and in response to, highly nationalized post-Yugoslav societies 
(Shaw and Štiks 2012). Investigating citizenship dynamics through the 
lens of  cultural citizenship would afford insights into how citizens have 
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defended and claimed their rights, and, in the process, leveled a critique 
at nationalized state cultures and identity politics. Furthermore, it would 
help us to understand the intellectual processes at work in empowering 
discourses of  activist citizenship in the post-Yugoslav region. 

The lens of  cultural citizenship also opens up new avenues of  
research that reach beyond the Adriatic borderland. Perhaps the most 
pressing of  these to be highlighted in this study concerns the ‘rediscovery’ 
of  the city’s significance in the geopolitical and social structures of  twenty-
first century European societies. Increasingly, cities are being envisioned 
as the sites of  putative solutions to a host of  challenges in contemporary 
Europe. Indeed, the cosmopolitanization of  Rijeka and Trieste within a 
Europeanized discourse promoting a united and inclusive future forms 
part of  a wider set of  dynamics in urban geopolitical imaginings. Cities 
are acting as quasi-state actors, taking the lead in questions of  climate 
change, the management of  migrants, security strategies, and issues 
of  diversity and cohabitation. Indeed, sometimes they even engage in 
international relations through urban diplomacy. In fact, the EU has 
recently assigned cities a formal role in the creation of  inclusive, diverse 
societies: the forceful EU Urban Agenda includes not only the European 
Capital of  Culture program but also the EUROCITIES network.455 
Cities are therefore regaining—indeed, perhaps they never lost—their 
geopolitical prominence. When taken as the subject of  positive urban 
narratives, cities are presented as places of  social experimentalism. 
When framed negatively, however, these same cities are perceived as the 
refuges of  an estranged cosmopolitan elite, detached from the concerns 
of  ordinary people.

The challenge in all this is not only that of  making cityness 
productive as an imaginative discourse, but of  having it resonate beyond 
state frameworks. In the geopolitical games in which contemporary 
cities are engaged, the city is still often imagined as an alternative to 
the state. The trope of  ‘Mayors who rule the world’ draws upon an 
idealistic and in many ways erroneous assumption that cities are the new 
nation-states. Moreover, this idea is also often bound up with neoliberal 
understandings of  urban governance, drawing upon the imagination of  
creating ‘productive’ cultural opportunities for a given city. More research 
on cultural citizenship across a range of  European cities might offer 
opportunities for looking beyond these neoliberal discourses of  cityness. 
Indeed, such work would be able to grasp how urban inhabitants make 
sense of  their world beyond and in between state-bound logics. This is 
especially interesting in relation to those EU cultural policy instruments 
that are inherently state-centric. The support of  cities by means of  EU 
funds, policies, and programs only underlines the fact that cities are also 
part of  a different, multi-state political community, for such instruments 
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can only be assigned to cities from ‘Europe’. Given this, it is worth exploring 
the opportunities offered by approaching cityness and geopolitical 
imaginations of  the city through the lens of  cultural citizenship. What 
acts of  cultural citizenship are performed daily in Europe’s cities, and how 
do urban denizens and city-makers mobilize these to engage questions as 
diverse as climate change, migration, security, and diversity that shape 
everyday life in urban societies? It would also be worth exploring whether 
and how cultural citizenship could offer opportunities for the EU’s quest 
to refashion understandings of  European citizenship.

Further developing a method able to reveal the dynamics of  
cultural citizenship could thus provide crucial insights into various fields 
of  research. It could allow scholars to read ‘between the lines’ of  pasts 
and presents beyond or outside the institutionalized state scripts. This 
study has contributed to explanations of  the distinct senses of  cityness 
that prevail in the Adriatic borderland. Instead of  adopting a state-based 
perspective, I have underlined the importance of  studying how Adriatic 
cultural and political actors create and enact their own scripts. Whether in 
the domain of  belonging, historicity, identity politics, or borders, these acts 
of  citizenship lie beyond and between the institutionalized frameworks of  
the state. Cityness and imaginative cityscapes have indeed been key forces 
in the politics of  belonging and citizenship in the Adriatic region. Urban 
imaginations of  Trieste and Rijeka have been perpetually reimagined 
and cultivated. Nevertheless, in this study I hope to have established that 
the symbolic capacities of  border cities and urban cultural politics should 
not be underestimated.
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Notes

PREFACE

1  D’Annunzio, and his seizure of  Fiume in 1919, have become especially important 
to the neo-Fascist movement CasaPound. Matteo Salvini, former Italian minister of  
interior and leader of  the Lega Party, regularly refers to D’Annunzio in his public 
speeches too. Simultaneously, Salvini normalizes the poet’s political views by detaching 
them from his ideas on democracy. In this way, Salvini implies that in drawing on 
D’Annuzio, he himself  has no Fascist intentions. For a critical interrogation of  
references to Fascist thought in Salvini’s political practice, see the interview he gave to 
the French weekly Le Point on 16 October 2019: (Le Fol and Bonalume 2019). For a 
broader reflection on the normalization of  Fascist discourse in contemporary Italian 
politics, see: (Bialasiewicz and Stallone 2019).
2  ‘significherebbe dichiarare a tutti che questa città vuole unirsi intorno a valori 
contrari all’inclusione, e rendere ancor più reale un mondo di esclusione, sciovinismo e 
imperialismo.’
3  See the lively discussion published in Trieste’s daily Il Piccolo between June and 
September 2019: (D’Amelio 2019; Dorigo 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; Il Piccolo 2019a, 2019b; 
Marcolin 2019b, Tonero 2019).

INTRODUCTION

4  What is more, this concept of  ‘cityness’ allows me to make sense of  cities and urban 
experience in a globalizing world without limiting myself  to a Western understanding 
of  cosmopolitanism that is often mobilized in contexts of  ‘urbanity’ around the world 
(Sassen 2010). Further in this introduction, I explain how Doreen Massey’s account of  
the ‘global sense of  place’ offers a helpful tool in mapping cityness (Massey 1991).
5  Isin 2012, 109. Here Isin is paraphrasing Hannah Arendt.
6  With this definition of  national thought and nationalism I adapt the ‘cultivation 
of  culture’ model, which traces the cultural traditions of  European nationalisms. 
This understanding of  the nation builds upon the insight that ‘the cultural agenda of  
nationalism does not cease when subsequent, more activist phases swing into action, but 
continues to feed and inform these.’ (Leerssen 2006a, 263; 2006b).
7  A critical discussion offers: (Isin and Turner 2002).
8  In recent years, scholarship on nation building in Europe has increasingly emphasized 
the importance of  regions and peripheries in the creation of  national identities. Among 
many other references, I have been especially inspired by (Applegate 1999; Augusteijn 
and Storm 2012; Storm 2003; Thiesse 1991).
9  For a useful discussion of  the active making of  a Habsburg time-space in cultural 
practice, as well as of  some key scholars and narrators of  the Habsburg myth (including 
Robert Musil, Stefan Zweig, and Claudio Magris), see (Bialasiewicz 2003, especially 
24-26).
10  In line with this, recent studies have challenged the existing paradigm through which 
the history of  Austria-Hungary has been thought as a state of  ten nations. In contrast to 
this paradigm, which has guided historical scholarship on the Empire’s dynamics since 
1929, Oszkár Jászi contrasted centrifugal and centripetal forces at work in the Empire. 
Nationalism and the Empire’s multi-state character, Jászi proposes, constituted the 
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centrifugal forces that undermined its other, centripetal forces, namely ‘the dynasty, the 
church, the army, and bureaucracy, as well as specific social groups (Jewish communities) 
and political forces (socialism)’ (Cole and Unowsky [2007] 2009, 2). Among many 
others, some influential recent studies on issues of  political identity in the Habsburg 
Empire that have been fruitful for this study are: (Cohen [1981] 2006; Judson 2006, 
2016; Nemes 2016). For a recent overview of  ongoing scholarly discussions concerning 
the Habsburg Empire, see the introduction to the special issue of  the Austrian History 
Yearbook by Rok Stergar (2018).
11  The focus on Trieste and Rijeka in this study derives from the particular ways in 
which they have been imagined as border cities during the long twentieth century. On 
the one hand, they are imagined differently from a city such as Venice, which also has 
a tradition of  political autonomy, despite being incorporated into Italy in 1866. On the 
other hand, Trieste and Rijeka are distinguished from smaller northern Adriatic cities 
such as Pula/Pola or Zadar/Zara in that they are large regional centers. Although these 
share a similar past as contested border towns, their smaller size meant that they were 
not significant centers of  urban civic feeling during the twentieth century, despite having 
been so over previous centuries.
12  Here, Kirchner Reill supports this argument by drawing on findings from urban 
historians of  Trieste and Venice. For a discussion, see (Kirchner Reill 2012, 5-6).
13  On urban autonomy, see: (Klinger 2007; Jeličić 2015/2016; Sluga 2001); on the 
literary border city, see (Ara and Magris [1982] 2007; Pizzi 2001; 2007). 
14  For a critical reading of  this cosmopolitan imaginary of  the port cities, see (Waley 
2009; Minca 2009; Bialasiewicz 2009; Bialasiewicz and Minca 2010); on memory 
politics in the urban landscape, see (Hametz 2005; Hametz and Klabjan 2018; Klabjan 
2019; Fried [2001] 2005).
15  Agnew’s argument concerning places’ historically loaded significance draws on 
broader insights from the “cultural turn” that took in geography in the 1980s. Heavily 
influenced by French phenomenological philosophy (De Certeau, Merleau-Ponty and 
Bachelard), cultural and historical geography—with Denis Cosgrove at the vanguard—
came to approach landscape not solely in terms of  a natural and geological place, but as 
laden with social practices, performances, memories, pasts, and conventions. Landscape 
is an ideological concept. Cosgrove summarized this perspective with the idea that 
landscape ‘acts to “naturalize” what is deeply cultural’ (Cosgrove 2004, 67).
16  Historically, the making of  state citizenship as a juridical and political relation 
between citizens and state, was fashioned by state institutions situated in the political 
centers of  a state. This “modern” understanding of  citizenship has often been seen 
as a result of  the rise of  republican values that, in the wake of  the French Revolution, 
diffused across Europe from France, Great Britain, Germany, the United States, and, to 
a lesser extent, the Netherlands. A helpful overview of  historical conceptualizations of  
citizenship in Europe can be found in (Prak 2018, in particular 5-18).
17  Since this scholarship is very large, I will mention only some studies that I have found 
particularly inspiring in this study: (Balibar 2002; 2004a; 2004b; Parker and Vaughan-
Williams 2012; Parker et al. 2009; Van Houtum, Kramsch, and Zierhofer 2005; 
Rumford 2010; Anzaldúa ([1987] 2007).
18  My approach to Trieste and Rijeka as urban borderlands is profoundly inspired 
by scholars of  the Mediterranean who have argued that the Mediterranean basin is a 
postcolonial space that has been deeply shaped by a western European power space. 
Despite having its own hybrid geography, alternative, Mediterranean modernities have 
been ignored by dominant narratives of  history and politics. Among the various scholars 
who have elaborated on this, several have been especially important for this study: 
(Chambers 2008; Matvejević [1991] 1999; Braudel, [1949] 1995). Predrag Matvejević 
writes of  the Mediterranean that its ‘boundaries are drawn in neither space nor time. 
There is in fact no way of  drawing them: they are neither ethnic nor historical, state 
nor national; they are like a chalk circle that is constantly traced and erased, that the 
winds and waves, that obligations and inspirations expand or reduce’ (Matvejević [1991] 
1999, 10). For similar reflections on the Adriatic Sea as a metaphor of  liquid regional 
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identities, and invited speculations of  alternative, plural, and ambiguous spaces, see 
(Ballinger 2013; Cocco 2006).
19  For a discussion of  historical shifts in the meaning of  citizenship, see (Isin and Turner 
2002).
20  This focus on acts of  citizenship was first developed in (Isin and Nielsen 2008) and 
then further elaborated in (Isin 2012).
21  For a reflection on rooted cosmopolitanisms in context of  a supposed ‘Mediterranean 
archive,’ see (Giaccaria and Minca 2010; Giaccaria 2012).
22  In so doing, this study builds on Luiza Bialasiewicz and Guido Snel’s wider 
examination of  the cosmopolitanization of  ‘the Balkans’. This study’s critical analysis of  
cosmopolitan discourses in Trieste and Rijeka originated in a research proposal named 
‘Balkan Cosmopolitanisms’ (submitted to NWO Vrije Competitie, 2014). This proposal 
is highly indebted to the original research team members: Claske Vos, Lora Sariaslan, 
and Enno Maessen.
23  My use of  the term ‘cosmopolitanization’ slightly differs from Ulrich Beck’s. For 
Beck, cosmopolitanization is an everyday, latent, unconscious, and, above all, banal 
experience. It indicates a creeping experience through which people can be said to be 
‘becoming thoroughly cosmopolitan’ (Beck 2006, 21). Although I recognize that Beck’s 
banal cosmopolitanism is indeed a result of  globalization, here the term refers not only 
to a social condition, but to imaginative and cultural processes too. 
24  I have also reflected on this question in the context of  Trieste. See (van Hout 2018b).
25  For this reason, the ‘methodological cosmopolitanism,’ which Beck and Sznaider put 
forward as an alternative framework in which to study identities in a globalizing world, 
is not useful for my analysis. This is because it posits cosmopolitanism as a given social 
condition as opposed to a conceptually charged construct (Beck and Sznaider 2006; 
Beck 2007). 

CHAPTER 1

26  ‘Un errore anche per il fatto che le condizioni geografiche e politiche delle nostre 
provincie erano un fortissimo ostacolo alla diffusione delle sue arte. Solo in un grande 
centro della nazione un artista superiore può farsi conoscere interamente e può irradiare 
la potenza della propria visione.’
27  ‘romanzi di Svevo, le poesie di Saba […], i quadri di Bolaffio, i versi di Giotti […], la 
storia e la critica di Benco, [e] la narrativa di Quarantotti-Gambini.’
28  The idea of  triestinità as an invented myth was influenced from 1983 on by the 
scholarly attention for the ’invention of  tradition’, followed by an increasing attention 
for the memory approach, in which history (-writing) is considered as a mediated, 
performative and memorialized practice (Ranger and Hobsbawm 1983). 
29  Many contemporary scholars have referred to Trieste’s city-writer dialectic as 
conceptualization for the close interaction between writers and their understanding 
of  their city, often expressed by these actors’ political and social engagement. In the 
interwar years, so historians as Valdevit, Ara and Magris have argued, the cultural and 
literary scene of  Trieste was a closed circuit of  close friendship and tied family relations: 
Trieste’s literary scene ‘knew one another, wrote and published criticism on each other’s 
works, promoted one another, socialized and married almost tribally within their own 
closed circle’ - therefore referred to by Katia Pizzi (2001, 55) and Angelo Ara and 
Claudio Magris ([1982] 2007, 98)  as literary endogamia. Valdevit (2004, xiii-xiv, 143-
157) has explained this closed literary circuit out of  Trieste’s positioning in the isolated 
periphery, always being dependent on a relation with a center, whether the center of  an 
empire, the Italian state or Europe.
30  ‘la consapevolezza e col vagheggiamento di una diversità reale ma indefinibile, 
autentica quando viene vissuta nella pudica interiorità del sentimento e subito falsata 
quando viene proclamata ed esibita’.
31  ‘Trieste diviene una città di scrittori, grandi, mediocri o falliti, perché i contrasti che 
elidono e paralizzano la sua storia inducono a credere che solo scrivendo, esprimendo 
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questo stallo, si possa dare consistenza alla propria persona.’
32  Ara and Magris ([1982] 2007, 5) mentioned for instance: ‘[Trieste] tends to myth, 
that is to say to the fascinating stiffening of  the always equivalent, and to petrify history 
in the mask of  myth.’/ ‘Tende al mito, ossia all’irrigidimento fascinoso del sempre 
uguale, e a pietrificare la storia nella maschera del mito’. And see also: (Pizzi 2007, 67-
72).
33  ‘evocatrice di un’immaginaria Trieste d’antan, paesaggio mentale, luogo santo o 
spirituale’.
34   ‘La triestinità è anche uno sguardo meduseo rivolto al passato, una pervivace 
tendenza a trasformare Trieste in locus mentalis, imbalsamandola nella mente e nelle 
opera letterarie’.
35  Among others, most influential have been: (Deak 2015; Cohen 2007, 1998; Judson 
2016).
36  See for example the often used categorization of  Trieste as città cosmopolita by: (Apih 
[1988] 2015, 23 – 56; Morris 2001). For a more critical discussion, see: (Driessen 2005; 
Waley 2009; Ballinger 2003).
37  ‘analizzare l’indole del popolo di Trieste, perché formato e rinnovato frequentemente 
da novelle genti, che provengono quasi da tutte le nazioni del mondo più conosciuto. 
Religione, linguaggio, educazione, abitudini diverse influiscono sopra tutti gl’individui; 
e se regna un nodo sociale fra essi, questo è il solo mutuo interesse di negazioni 
commerciali. Come mai in un popolo composto d’Italiani, Tedeschi, Greci, Slavi, 
Levantini, Arabi, Africani ec. può svilupparsi e risiedere un carattere nazionale 
dominante, un carattere, che produca in tutti un pensiero politico diretto allo stesso 
scopo? / Il soggiorno di Trieste porta l’inevitabile conseguenza che gl’individui di tutti 
i popoli di questo globo si veggono con indifferenza, e che sovente, a mal grado della 
nostra volontà, veniamo vinti verso di loro dall’impero dell’abitudine e dell’umana 
tolleranza. / L’ardito Dalmata, il cupo ed indolente Osmanno, lo scaltro Greco, il 
vivace drammatico Italiano, il pensante e diligente Tedesco, il bruno gorgheggiante 
Arabo, il serio e biondo Inglese, il pesante Cagnuolino non possono altrimenti che essere 
conosciuti per la loro differenza.’
38  ‘pronta a sfasciarsi al primo urto nostro; governata da un vecchio imbecille.’
39  ‘Poi sbarcammo a Trieste, avevamo trovato una città molto più moderna della 
nostra; e molto più colta, più volonterosa di cultura; e più dentro l’Europa, più 
mescolata con essa; più fornita di buona educazione […]. Avevamo trovato e 
distrutto, un’amministrazione della cosa pubblica ammirabile; pedante come le poche 
amministrazioni pubbliche ammirabili che ci sono al mondo; scrupolosamente onesta, 
scrupolosamente rispettosa del cittadino e dei suoi diritti scritti; rispettata da tutti 
appunto per questo, cioè non per paura ma per fiducia e spontanea riverenza; una 
amministrazione della giustizia, piena di giustizia per tutti […].’
40  See in particular: (Negrelli 1978, 17-43; Fölkel and Cergoly 1983; Filipuzzi 1988; 
Sapelli 1990; Cattaruzza 1995). Pamela Ballinger has made this work accessible for an 
English academic audience: (Ballinger 2003). 
41  ‘trionfo municipalismo: il mito opera efficacemente nella mentalità popolare, che sogna 
grandezze mai avute, ed informa di sé la stagnante vita cittadina.’
42  A wide specter on the issue of  regionalism in Italy - from cultural sentiments of  
belonging (campanilismo) to political regionalism (municipalismo) - offers the edited volume: 
(Levy 1996).
43  ‘è una società non soltanto borghese, ma pure totalmente urbana.’
44  This awareness did especially develop during the 1870s, with the attempts to establish 
a university in Trieste. The proposals for a city university aimed at offering its students, 
coming from the wider surrounding region, a rich cultural horizon. This was intended 
to be reached both in the potential contacts with foreigners as well as in the broad 
‘cosmopolitan’ world view that would be offered in the study programs of  philosophy, 
theology, and languages. The first establishment of  such a ‘university’ in 1877, was the 
Scuola Superiore di Commercio - Fondazione Revoltella, established by the Triestine Pasqualle 
Revoltella and only offered a particular Triestine study programme: economics and 
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trade. It took until 1924 - under Italian rule - that the Scuola was turned into the 
Università degli Studi di Trieste, which still exists today and offers a wider study program 
(Negrelli 1978, 41 – 43).
45  ‘inavvertita natura di testa senza corpo.’
46  ‘Di fronte allo sforzo di affermazione della propria tradizione nazionale, attraverso 
il ricupero di quei beni culturali di cui la lingua è elemento essenziale, operato 
dagli sloveni, si leva, da parte dei ceti dirigenti triestini, non la teorizzazione di una 
diversa idea della “nazione”, ma la celebrazione dell’assorbimento, della funzione 
snazionalizzante dell’inurbamento, mediante l’elevazione a valore della città di fronte alla 
campagna.’
47  On the construction of  national stereotypes along imaginaries of  the cultured Italian 
and rural Slovene/Slav, see the discussion of  Italian-Slavic stereotypes by: (Beller and 
Leerssen 2007, 194-200, 237-42).
48  This is similarly argued by Dominique Kirchner Reill (2012, 86).
Although La Favilla is still nowadays considered by historians as one of  the founding 
journals of  literary Trieste, and was already in 1910 by Silvio Benco (1910, 108-10) 
entitled as one of  the most respected journals of  Trieste, it is remarkable that only little 
has been published about La Favilla. Existing studies are: (Negrelli 1978; Carrer 2001; 
Reill 2012, 86-97).
49  On Madonizza, see: (Reill 2012, 86-87).
50  ‘La novità vuol essere la nostra divisa. Amiamo lo stridore e il subbuglio che fanno 
le legna di taglio fresco investite che siano dalla fiamma. Miseri a noi se la quiete e il 
silenzio accompagnassero la nostra impresa! No, no, fuori quanto di spirito cova ne’ 
caffè e ne’ casini, nelle stanze di conversazione e nei palchetti del teatro; sia in bene, sia 
in male, paralisi di noi e del nostro progetto.’
51  ‘Poca favilla gran fiamma seconda. ’The phrase originates from Dante’s Divina 
Commedia, Paradiso, Canto I: 34. ‘Noi non possiamo promettere dal canto nostro che 
la favilla; è dal pubblico di cui imploriamo fino da quest’ora il favore, che può venire la 
fiamma.’
52  ‘una città dove tutti i culti delle nazioni incivilite sono esercitati con una tolleranza 
saggia del pari e ben usata.’
53  ‘Ma allora, tu, che non sei negoziante, come puoi dirmi che si vive bene a Trieste?’
54  On the creation and promotion of  the Triestine ’Philadelphia of  Europe’ legend, 
from 1839 turning into the ’Hamburg of  the Adriatic’ legend, see: (Reill 2012, 81-114).
55  ‘per essere praticamente ed abilmente municipali conviene essere teoreticamente 
cosmopoliti.’
56  ‘Pretendono però il titolo di Cosmopoliti anche certi scrittori nebulosi, che invece di 
essere cittadini del mondo non hanno nemmeno patria.’
57  ‘I veri Cosmopoliti percorrono quell’immensa città per imparare negli altri paesi a più 
amare e stimare il proprio ed a giovargli.’ See also: (Reill 2012, 107). 
58  Valussi (La Favilla 1942, 27 January, 30-35) also redefined the concept of  borders 
in his time: the ‘ring countries’ (paesi anello) were points of  contact, according to him, 
‘rings of  affection’ or ‘bridges for communication’ and as such borderlands were the key 
to European peace (30). In Trieste too, he continued, ‘where so many nations conduct 
commerce, and which has become the seat of  numerous people with at least four 
different languages, Italian, German, Slavic and Greek, one is not limited by material 
goods’ but also conducts true intellectual exchange (34). The heart of  a nation was 
not in the center but on the periphery of  borders: borderlands were the multinational 
communities where nations naturally developed in conjunction with others; they were 
the natural sites of  cosmopolitanism. This latter has been argued by Reill (2012, 110-
111).
59  ‘Bisognava che la città si decidesse: cioè avesse una rotta.’
60  ’Ma nulla è più perituro di un giornale letterario,’ Benco wrote, and he seemed to 
blame ’le individualità indocili della Favilla’. (Benco 1910c, 110, 125).
61  ‘Questa si alimenta di quella; tuttavia, a volte, si direbbe che essa la ignori: che i 
frequentatori dei caffè di Piazza Grande, i passeggiatori dell’Acquedotto nelle sere 
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d’estate, i vagheggiatori di donne nei pomeriggi dei dì di festa su la spiaggia di Barcola, 
rifuggano dal pensare alla città arida, polverosa, uniformata all’ordine rigido dei suoi 
magazzini allineati, che vive in un tumulto e in una febbre, tra strepito di carri, fischio 
di locomotive, cigolio di grù, tonfo sordo di sacchi, bestemmie di scaricatori e ululi 
di sirene, al di là della cita murata. I triestini, in quanto siano estranei al commercio, 
hanno in puntofranco per un paese lontano: non sanno le sue vie interminabili, i suoi 
magazzini dal tetto a terrazza, sul quale cresce l’erba come un po` di peluria sopra 
un’immensa calvizie, la marcia monotona degli hangars tutti uguali, il loro parallelismo 
con i grandi piroscafi delle linee d’America e d’Estremo Oriente, che s’alzano lugubri a 
intercettare la vista del mare o si schiacciano sovra il pelo d’acqua, allargati e sformati 
dal peso del carico.’
62  This worldview dovetailed with the aspiration to serve—whether as artist, author or 
philosopher—as a spiritual guide for a rejuvenated nation (Adamson 1993; Affron and 
Antliff 1997; Gentile 1993; Griffin 2007).
63  ‘Chi guarda Trieste dal mare, vede come ad essa l’altipiano sovrasti e comprende 
come esso graviti verso la città. Amico o avversario? La città l’ha creduto amico, e 
generosamente rinunciando ad ogni tentativo di snazionalizzazione anche nel momento 
che questo era lecito, ha moltiplicato fra i contadini slavi le scuole slave. Invece 
l’altipiano si palesa avversario. Il neonato nazionalismo slavo di lassù si sente chiamato a 
mettere un cuneo nella solidarietà italiana dei cittadini.’
64  ‘sono uomini e autori di tale Nord-Est da tenere un piede oltre i confini d’Italia, da 
mettersi a scrivere per proclamare o scoprire la loro italianità diversa se non esigua.’
65  ‘Svevo e Saba hanno fatto di Trieste una stazione sismografica dei terremoti spirituali 
che si apprestavano a sconvolgere il mondo; dalla civiltà borghese per eccellenza, la 
cui storia è stata essenzialmente quella della sua ascesa e decadenza borghese, è nata 
con Svevo una grandissima poesia della crisi dell’individuo contemporaneo, una poesia 
ironica e tragica, lucidissima ed elusiva, che nasconde la propria disillusa acutezza dietro 
un’amabile reticenza.’
66  Although key publications on Trieste’s literary heritage, such Katia Pizzi’s Trieste: 
italianità, triestinità e male di frontiera (2007) and Angelo Ara’s and Claudio Magris’ Trieste. 
Un’identità di frontiera ([1982] 2007), all note Slataper as one of  the first authors who 
engaged with the urban experience in Trieste, only few studies have analyzed his work in 
more detail - in comparison to the work of  Trieste’s other writers. Key publications on 
Slataper’s work are: (Luperini 1977; Guagnini 1997; Coda 2002, 2007; Ziolkowski 2009; 
Bond 2016).
67  Saskia Ziolkowski (2009, 110-111) has added to this observation that Slataper’s 
original title was ‘Il mio Carso e la mia città’, subtitled ‘a lyrical autobiography’, but that 
his publisher told him to shorten this to ‘Il mio Carso’. Ziolkowski does, however, not 
refer to a source to underline her statement. 
68  Thinkers like Simmel, Coda (2002, 156) explains, ’believed that the metropolis 
unveiled the existential tensions and conflicts of  the city dwellers who came to realize the 
impossibility of  gaining a coherent and transcendental interpretation of  existence, and, 
as a consequence, felt alienated and uprooted from the urban environment in which they 
lived.’ 
69  As Ziolkowski (2009, 113-114) has argued, the crisis that came with modern city life, 
was for Slataper an ‘interior drama’. This interior drama emanated from a response to 
the ’external stimuli of  the city’. Also, the sense of  a loss of  identity already preceded the 
experience in the city. See also: (Coda 2002, 154). 
70  ‘Trieste non ha tradizioni di cultura.’
71  ‘Che cosa sia dunque una città carica di simile fardello storico di fichi secchi e 
carrube, e impastoiata le gambe dalla schiavitù politica, e l’anima tanto eterogenea che 
gli elementi primi se ne fuggono per non disperdersi, vedremo presto in altri articoli.’
72  ‘[q]uesta è Trieste. Composta di tragedia.’
73  ‘E quando ci si stimolò il bisogno intellettuale, l’Italia ci servì pronta, come la 
mamma accorre col caffè-latte e i crostini imburrati appena la figliuola risvegliata preme 
il bottone. Alzarsi dal letto e accendere il fuoco e prepararselo il caffè? Che! Sicché 
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ci manca la tenacia spirituale che irrobustisce l’azione verso il raggiungimento della 
volontà.’
74  ‘pigri: non perchè non facciamo qualche cosa, ma perchè le condizioni nostre 
richiedono molto di più. Ci innicchiamo, coscienti della nostra italianità, nel pensiero 
italiano. Non gli diamo quello che sarebbe essenzialmente nostro se spremessimo a viva 
forza la nostra dolorante vita. Almeno per quella poca vita interna un po’ di pace! E 
siamo codardi. Abbiamo paura di quello che ci circonda: se il nostro spirito lo smuove 
può esserne sfragellato.’
75  Ibsen’s was one of  the main advocators of  the nineteenth century Scandinavism, a 
pan-scandinavian ideology that created space for national differences between people 
in the region. Admiring the overlapping Norwegian and broader Scandinavian cultural 
and historical identity of  Ibsen, Slataper ([1912] 1967, 25) wrote in Il mio Carso about 
the Norwegian writer: ‘Nationalism, therefore, agrees with internationalism: the 
general character of  1848. Indeed, more than an agreement, the two are the same 
things, born partly from the opposition between “justice” and “charity”, from the 
humanitarianism and the French Revolution’ [‘Nazionalismo, dunque, che va d’accordo 
con l’internazionalismo: il carattere generale del quarantotto. Anzi più che d’accordo, 
questo e quello sono la stessa cosa, nati ad un parto con la “giustizia” contrapposta alla 
“carità”, con l’umanitarismo e la rivoluzione francese.’] Different national identities 
could thus not only live with each other, but their mutual influences could even be 
institutionalized through an internationalist corporation. Noteworthy is that Slataper 
(1916] 1944, 22-5) wrote in his book on Ibsen about the Norwegian town of  ‘Cristiana’, 
which was - similar as Trieste was, so Slataper believed -in a process of  ‘becoming a city’ 
during the nineteenth century - to turn in the beginning of  the twentieth century into 
the Norway capital of  Oslo. It was the combination of  two languages - the institutional 
Danish, containing the cultural heritage of  the region, and the Norwegian, which was 
the ’dialetto rustico’ (‘rustic dialect’) that would help the village to turn into a noteworthy 
cultural city. 
76  ‘Trieste ha un tipo triestino: deve volere un’arte triestina. Che ricrei con la gioia 
dell’espressione chiara questa convulsa e affannosa vita nostra.’
77  The diversification of  ideas on how to reach the regeneration of  the people lead to 
a split into the new journal Lacerba in 1913, which was more provocatively speaking for 
futurism. In contrast, from 1914 on, the new editor in chief  of  La Voce, De Robertis, 
increasingly devoted the journal to intellectual discussions on modernist literary 
experiments.
78  After Garibaldi’s Marcia dei Mille (March of  the Thousand), which had raised 
nationalist feelings from Quarto al Mare to Sicily and southern Italy, these western 
borderlands turned into places of  great symbolic meaning (Riall 2007).
79  I have elaborated on the dynamics of  irredentism within the context of  Italian 
nationalizing identity politics elsewhere: (van Hout 2019). 
80  ‘italianità migliore, più pura, intatta, austera.’
81  On the role of  Caffè San Marco in the irredentist movement, see the chapter 
dedicated to Caffè San Marco in: (Magris 1997, 3-29). 
82  ‹È italiana: ma la coltura superiore deve scovarla a Graz o a Vienna.’
On this ‘dispute’ over the national character of  Trieste, see: (Capano 2017, 981). 
83  Slataper’s letters raised a polemic about the triestine irredentist case among several 
prominent vociani. For this polemic, see the collected letters that were published in La 
Voce in the second half  of  1909, collected in: (Guagnini 1988).
84  ‘Bisogna obbedire al proprio dovere. Essi [i vociani] sono più intelligenti e più 
stanchi. Forse io sono d’una città giovane e il mio passato sono i ginepri del Carso [...]. 
Io non sono un grübler. Ho fede in me e nella legge. Io amo la vita.’
85  See for example the argument made about imaginations of  nostalgia by Svetlana 
Boym: ‘The object of  longing […] is not really a place called home but this sense of  
intimacy with the world; it is not the past in general, but that imaginary moment when 
we had time and didn’t know the temptation of  nostalgia’ (Boym 2001, 253). 
86  ‘Vorrei dirvi:’[s]ono nato in Carso, […] sono nato in Croazia, […] sono nato nella 
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pianura morava, […] ho imparato l’italiano, […] ma presto devo tornare in patria 
perché qui sto molto male.’
87  The national patriotic discourse in the novel is even more emphasized by Slataper’s 
use of  national characterizations along ethnic lines, in which he jests about the German 
language and moustaches, describes the Italians as lazy decadents and the Slavs as 
hardworking, simple, people.
88  ‘Ora sono quieto e viaggio negli espressi.’
89  ‘Io sento d’intorno a me la sicurezza meravigliosa della vita che s’eterna.’
90  ‘Tutta la vita è espressione.’
91  The following paragraph relies in part on the excellent analysis of  Patrizia Lombardo 
in: (Lombardo 2003, 80-87).
92  Compare Slataper’s discussion of  the work of  Ibsen, in which he expresses great 
admiration for Ibsen’s skill to describe the strength and also romanticism of  nature: << 
Beyond the fog I see sparkle the peak. Look straight, up, and shine in the eastern sun – 
we will arrive there, up there – by the fog of  the night in the morning light>>. <<The 
fog becomes ever thicker and falls denser over the landscape. Up, in the sky, above the 
misty sea, the top flashes in the dawn>>. Instead he ends like this: <<An avalanche of  
snow drifts down the mountain. Confusingly one sees Rubek and Irene overwhelmed 
and buried in the snow>>. The Deaconess spies, sends a cross into the sky, and says: 
Pax vobiscum – Rubek and Irene, now forever dead in love and life, are reunited free and 
magnanimous for the last ascent. And how they walk there – through the fog towards the 
top of  the mountain tower which glitters in the dawn – they are swept down, dead, into 
the valley.’ [‘<<Oltre la nebbia vedo scintillare la vetta. Eccola dritta, su, e splende nel 
sole oriente – dobbiamo arrivarci, lassù – per la nebbia della notte alla luce del mattino». 
«La nebbia cala sempre più densa più densa giù sul paesaggio. Su, in alto, sopra il mare 
nebbioso lampeggia la cima nell’aurora». Finisce invece così: «Una valanga di neve 
scivola vertiginosa giù per il monte. Si vede confusamente Rubek e Irene travolti e sepolti 
nella neve». La Diaconessa spia, segna una croce nell’aria, dicendo: Pax vobiscum. – 
Rubek e Irene, morti ormai per sempre all’amore e alla vita, si ricongiungono liberi 
e magnanimi per l’ultima ascesa. E come vi s’incamminano – attraverso la nebbia fin 
sulla cima della torre montana che luccica nell’alba – sono travolti giù, morti, in valle’] 
(Slataper [1916] 1977, 351).
93  ‘Dove vado? Lontano è la patria, e il nido disfatto. Ma il vento trascorre con me, 
desiderando, oltre il margine roccioso del Carso, e sono sopra il mare, la larga strada 
del vento e del sole./ Io sono nato nella grande pianura dove il vento corre tra l’alte 
erbe inumidendosi le labbra come un giovane cerbiatto, e io l’inseguivo a mani tese, 
ed emergevo col caldo viso nel cielo. Lontano è la patria; ma il mare luccica di sole, e 
infinito è il mondo di là del mare.’
94  ‘Io vado avanti. Io sono un poeta. Sì, vado avanti, certamente. Il mare è in fiamme. Il 
cielo è grande.’
95  ‘E a mezzo mese nell’ora in cui la luna emerge dal lontano cespuglio e si fa strada fra 
le nubi, candida e limpida come un prato di giunchiglie in mezzo al bosco, io mi sentivo 
adagiato in una dolce diffusità misteriosa, come in un tremor di quieto sogno infinito.’
96  ‘ritrovato […] in un periodo della mia vita in cui avevano bisogno d’andar lontano.’
97  For an excellent discussion on the Tuscan landscape as one of  the ideal landscapes 
during the (artificial) Italian unification process, see: (Agnew 1998). The Florentine 
futurist Ardengo Soffici had for example described this spiritual meaning of  the Tuscan 
landscape in his autobiographical novel Il salto vitale, reporting on his return from 
Paris to Florence (apparently in 1907): ‘My train traveled through Tuscany from Pisa 
to Florence at the sunset hour. I will describe now in a short text the impression and 
the profound sentiments that produced in me the view of  my land, and of  my people 
which appeared to me on during the course of  my travel, purposed to do its work in this 
golden happiness of  light, of  sensuous colors at the same time mystically severe […] and 
intended, in fact, to express my joy and pride of  having rediscovered in this spectacle 
the poetic essence of  my being, and at the same time the consciousness of  my supreme 
duty as a man and an artist towards myself  and my people.’ [‘Il mio treno percorse la 
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Toscana da Pisa a Firenze sull’ora del tramonto. Descrissi l’impressione ed i sentimenti 
profondi che produsse in me la vista della mia terra, e del mio popolo quale mi appariva 
a tratti nella mia corsa, intento alle sue faccende in quell’aurea felicità di luce, di colori 
sensuosi a un tempo e misticamente severi, in un breve scritto […] ed inteso, appunto, 
ad esprimere la mia gioia e l’orgoglio di aver ritrovato in quello spettacolo l’essenza 
poetica del mi overo essere, e insieme la coscienza del mio supremo dovere d’uomo e 
d’artista verso me stesso e la mia gente’] (Soffici 1968, 335). 
98  On the use of  the landscape ideal as an instrument to nationalize space, see, among 
others: (Daniels 1993). 
99  The use of  toscanità as both similar and opposite to the rural spirit of  the Carso 
is further elaborated by the tension that Slataper creates with the violation of  the 
traditional Italian - which is fiorentino - by the ‘barbaric’ triestino dialect. (Lombardo 2003, 
81 – 82).
100  ‘Trieste è posto di transizione - geografica, storica, di cultura, di commercio - cioè 
di lotta. Ogni cosa è duplice o triplice a Trieste, cominciando dalla flora e finendo 
con l’etnicità. Finché Trieste non ha coscienza di sé, finché gli slavi parlano italiano e 
la cultura si compie e si soddisfa nel commercio, nell’interesse commerciale, la vita è 
discretamente pacifica. Appena nasce il bisogno di una cultura disinteressata, la crosta 
fredda è rotta e si discoprono i dibattiti ansiosi.’
101  ‘un inquieto e giovine animale s’agita in voi.’
102  ‘perché siamo contenti di magari morire nel tuo fuoco.’
103  ‘Finalmente, Trieste è vicina. Allora, se non soffì la bora, il suo terribile vento, e non 
incrudisca l’atmosfera in una purità glaciale, la città si rivela sotto il manto di fumo che 
la avvolge, in una calda armonia di bruno e d’oro, di grigio e d’argento.’
104  Anna Millo (1989) refers to the fact that the commercial elite had a tradition of  
relinquishing citizenship when this would protect their family holdings.
105  ‘Il fascismo ha costruito gli italiani a Trieste, ha dato larga base di massa 
all’italianità, in fondo ha sottratto l’italianità al dominio della borghesia. [...] Il nerbo 
della società triestina, attraverso le organizzazioni fasciste si lega allo stato, in quanto 
da esso riceve sostegno e sicurezza; è proprio la sua identità che si costruisce attraverso 
questo rapporto. Essa non ha un’essenza ideologica, ovvero il patriottismo con le sue 
aberrazioni (nazionalismo, antislavismo e, se vogliamo, antisemitismo). L’ideologia è 
tutt’al più un solidificante, non la sostanza. È una classe che si sente in senso pieno 
cittadina, identifica la città, intesa come il tutto, con se stessa, si sente completamente 
padrona a casa propria.’
106  Fascist violence has been subject to vivid historiographical debates. From the late 
1980s and 1990s onwards, historians have opened up the silenced narratives of  Fascist 
violence in Italian public memory, mainly but not limited by oral history methods. Key 
works are, among others: (Passerini 1987; Pavone 1991). Also, the assumption that 
Fascist violence was a reaction to socialist and Bolshevik violence has been questioned by 
current historical scholarship, for instance, see: (Bosworth 2005; Foot 2009). Responses 
to the violence of  the Fascist movement and regime has received only little attention.
107  The attack on the Narodni Dom has been commemorated by the Slovene Triestine 
writer Boris Pahor in his Necropoli (2008, 43), and has also become subject to a memory 
struggle by Italian neo-Fascists (Foot 2009, 123).
108  On the history of  the TIGR, see: (Gabrič 2017; Kacin-Wohinz 1990).
109  ‘Ma è per lo più irredentismo senza patria; è non sentirsi cittadino dello stato senza 
però andare a cercare la cittadinanza in un altro, e ciò lo rende meno minaccioso agli 
occhi del Fascismo.’
110  (Pizzi 2007, 85-6). These public memories find cultural resonance today in for 
example literary representations such as the novel Sonnenschein (2007) by Daša Drndić 
(translated in Italian and English with the title ‘Trieste’). On the memorialization 
processes and divided memory around the Risiera San Sabba, see (Foot 2009, 149-159). 
111  In the years from the peace treaty until 1953, when the United Nations announced 
Trieste as Italian territory, the Allied military administration had aimed to find an 
independent local civilian governor for the city, but never reached to find one. On the 
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political situation during the Allied administration, see (Hametz 2005, 34 – 43).
112  ‘Se Trieste avesse seguito, alla fine di questa Guerra, la sorte di tutte le altre città 
italiane, forse questi miei “ricordi” non sarebbero nati.’
113  In the years from the peace treaty until 1954, when the United Nations announced 
Trieste as Italian territory, the Allied military administration had aimed to find an 
independent local civilian governor for the city, but never reached to find one. On the 
political situation during the Allied administration, see: (Hametz 2005, 34-43). 
114  ‘Nella civiltà la cultura ha una funzione equilibratrice.’
115  ‘restare politicamente indipendente, lontano dalla propaganda di qualsiasi genere, 
“la quale svia deforma corrode la cultura, le toglie il nerbo, offusca la sua luce”.’
116  With exception of  Patrick Karlsen, who has dedicated his volume Un Porto tra mille 
e mille (2012) to the work of  Stuparich in the 1945-1961 years. Key works on Stuparich 
are: (Apih 1998; Senardi 2007; Lunzer [2002] 2009). 
117  For a reflection on the historical value of  (literary) autobiography (or: ‘ego-
documents’), see: (Presser 1969).
118  ‘per il suo processo di formazione, […] sempre anche scrittore civile.’
119  ‘Mia, mia terra, non più mia.’
120  ‘[…] Scrivevo queste mie memorie e il passato di tanto in tanto mi s’intrecciava col 
presente e dal presente prendeva ora luce ora ombra. Avevo l’impressione alcune volte 
d’aprire con le mie pagine un varco verso un avvenire di speranza, altre volte di porre 
una pietra sopra una storia conchiusa.’
121  ‘Trieste non ha tradizioni di cultura.’  ‘sono tradizioni municipali, tradizioni ristrette 
all’ambito e alla mentalità d’una provincia.’
122  ‘Trieste non ebbe forse mai un affiatamento di spiriti così vasto. Eravamo da poco 
uniti alla patria [Italia], fatto un corpo solo con essa di questa nostra città dolorante, 
dico dolorante nell’anima, perché isolata, premuta dalla politica e dagli affari, chiusa 
fino allora in un suo aspro municipalismo, conosciuta nel mondo solo per i suoi 
commerci, per i suoi vapori e le sue società assicuratrici.’
123  ‘Basta una generazione per fondere gli elementi disparati: friulani, sloveni, istriani si 
triestinizzano presto. Sentirsi “triestino” è per l’operaio una specie di orgoglio: triestino 
nel mondo. Perciò s’è potuto speculare, da parte di chi ne aveva l’interesse, a volte 
sull’internazionalismo del popolo triestino e a volte sul suo senso d’autonomia.’
124  ‘un posto in quell’estremo osservatorio d’Italia, aperto a tutte le correnti europee, 
ch’era Trieste.’
125  ‘che noi italiani di Trieste, come gl’italiani di tutta Italia, dobbiamo avere la libertà 
d’esser noi stessi.’
126  ‘Mi pare proprio che si possa affermare che esiste oggi una letteratura triestina. 
Non si pecca di retorica o di regionalismo dicendo che, negli ultimi trent’anni, si è 
rivelata a Trieste una famiglia di scrittori, poeti e prosatori, diversi, ma in qualche modo 
consanguinei, intonati tra di loro. […] Comune a tutti, più che la tradizione italiana 
non porti, è in questi scrittori l’assillo morale. […] scrittori sempre in fieri, inventori di 
“problemi”, e romantici a vita.’
127  ‘Insomma, senza ch’io volessi o mi prefiggessi di darle un volto, tutta la mia città si 
moveva dentro, dava il tono ai miei sfondi, mi suggeriva scene e motivi. E non si creda 
che ne venisse fuori una città fotografata o ritratta in quadretti di genere; era invece una 
città-ambiente non separabile più dai personaggi, connaturata con essi; di più, rivissuta 
nella fantasia dopo essersi distaccata dalla puntualità della memoria: ispirazione e 
atmosfera poetica.’
128  ‘provai un disgusto che mi prese allo stomaco. Prima della pietà, mi venne la 
nausea, quasi che Trieste si meritasse quell’oltraggio.’
129  ‘noi che eravamo tornati a Trieste […] godevamo che fossero libere, che 
respirassero finalmente. C’è chi non sa sentire la patria. Disgraziato.’
130  ‘inconsciamente superbi di noi e d’esser nati in una città come questa.’
131  ‘luci di tramonto a specchio del golfo.’
132   ‘La vita di un porto, in una fantasia di proporzioni e di toni fanciulleschi; ma quale 
incantevole fusione!’
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133  ‘Solo la fantasia genuina può descrivere e vibrar di sentimenti, creare un’atmosfera 
di verità e di sogno, di poesia dell’anima passata per gli occhi.’
134  ‘golfo azzurro sotto il Carso cilestrino.’ ‘quassù era la nuova Italia.’
135   ‘Potevamo ancora respirare nell’aria nostra e non interessarci gran che alla 
politica.’
136  ‘Quel tavolo del caffè Garibaldi, sotto il municipio, tra le sette e le nove di sera degli 
anni che seguirono un’altra guerra, è passato alla storia.’
137  ‘fin nei tempi recenti, nei tristissimi mesi dell’occupazione tedesca, ci scambiavamo 
le nostre malinconie e le nostre speranze e discorrevamo delle nobili cose dello spirito 
a un tavolino di quel piccolo bar popolare di via Ginnastica, ch’egli ha fissato vivo per 
sempre nei colori della sua poesia. E fra di noi continuava ad aleggiare la memoria dei 
compagni.’
138  ‘gloria tutta triestina.’
139  ‘C’è una relazione del Carso con l’anima triestina, soltanto di recente scoperta.’
140   ‘impressioni sui profili delicati e sui toni aspri, sulla schiettezza pittoresca, solo in 
apparenza povera.’
141  ‹È proprio questa terra carsica, che abbiamo alle spalle, a metterci nel sangue 
poesia e amore per la montagna. Impariamo a conoscere il Carso fin da ragazzi, e via 
via con l’età approfondiamo questa conoscenza; e anche dopo averlo abbandonato per 
mire più lontane, vi ritorniamo con l’animo pronto a riamarlo. (Parlo in presente, ma 
dovrei usare il passato; il Carso, il nostro Carso l’abbiamo perduto; ce ne hanno lasciata 
una strisciolina tanto perché sentissimo anche di più quel che abbiamo perduto).›
142  ‘Era proprio la scoperta poetica della nostra anima triestina.’
143  ‘Non dimenticherò mai quella voce pastosa che via via s’inteneriva e vibrava di 
commozione, la bocca forte che la modulava sotto i biondi baffi leggeri e spioventi, e lo 
sguardo profondo dagli occhi azzurri incassati che ogni tanto si rivolgeva a me, come 
per scrutare sul vivo la mia impressione.’
144  As Foot (2009, 120) also mentions, for Trieste and the surrounding region the war 
did not end in 1945, but the experiences of  war did continue often until far into the 
1950s. The phrase ‘post-war’ is thus used here as a way to indicate the end of  the Fascist 
and Nazi regime. 
145  ‘una sorta di deposito di munizioni per le battaglie politiche contingenti.’
146  Gianni Bartoli too, who was Trieste’s Christian-democrat mayor between 1949 and 
1957, published a well-circulated book on the foibe.
147  Wrote Cusin in a manifest that he published with a friend in May (?) 1946: 
“Situation Report” 19-25 July, Mr. Sullivan 6/8/46, FO 371 59357R12249/3/92, cited 
in: (Sluga 1996, 28). 
148  ‘la complessa, non unitaria storia della nostra città, soggetta attraverso i secoli 
a troppe e diverse influenze, che non è riuscita ad amalgamare in un solo motivo 
equilibratore.’
149  ‘Lei afferma che la mia storia è polemica.’
150  ‘e che le mie ironie troppo tormentate e tristi, non possono neppur far ridere.’
151  ‘storia “vera” non è poesia! [N]on può, per la sua natura, essere armonica ed 
equilibrata; il giudizio storico, almeno quando nasce di malinconico perché indica che 
ogni risultato già raggiunto, non regge a lungo andare.’
152  ‘Liberarsi dal sogno significa anche liberarsi dal passato confezionato dalla nostra 
pseudo-coscienza protettiva che vorrebbe mostraci le cose come fa più comodo al nostro 
equilibrio.’
153   ‘le caverne del Carso rappresentarono un ottimo rifugio anche contro il freddo.’
154   ‘È certo la prima idea moderna giunta sino ai triestini’. ‘Lo spirito della Riforma 
ha creato indirettamente i costumi della società borghese con idee larghe, pratiche, 
tolleranti, mentre il vecchio mondo cattolico mediterraneo è a terra, economicamente 
fiaccato, moralmente avvilito.’
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CHAPTER 2

155  As remarked at the start of  this dissertation, I use the contemporary name Rijeka to 
refer to the city that was during most of  the history described in this chapter known as 
Fiume. Yet, I stick to the name Fiume when I paraphrase the words of  historical actors, 
to stay close to their discourses and experiences of  cityness.
156  ‘A Fiume, dunque, è riservato, per la sua favorevole posizione geografica, un 
grande sviluppo, un grande avvenire. E se, giunti a questo punto, spingiamo lo sguardo 
attraverso le vicende del nostro passato, vedremo che, per quanto la nostra città avesse 
saputo le ansie dei momenti fortunosi, per quanto fosse passata su di lei qualche 
ombra di minaccia, essa non si era mai arrestata nel suo slancio meraviglioso, nella sua 
effervescenza di lavoro, nella bella alacrità della preparazione di un più grande avvenire.’
157  The imagination of  Rijeka as a terra incognita derives on a wider Istrian tradition of  
history-writing, which is a type of  cultural historiography that considers materiality – 
architecture, landscape and nature – as rather prominent artifacts to come into contact 
with the past (Frykman 2003, 59; Stjepanović 2018). This tradition became popularized 
in particular by the success of  Branko Fučić’s cultural history of  Istria and the Kvarner 
region. As one of  the main historians of  the Istrian history, he reached Croatian fame 
in the 1990s with his radio column in which he narrated the history of  Istria in various 
columns – a cooperation with the local station Radio Rijeka. The radio columns were 
assembled in 1997 in the book publication Terra Incognita (1997). In this book, also 
Rijeka is discussed as part of  a wider ‘unknown’ history of  the Istrian peninsula. Fučić 
explained about the multilayered interpretation that often comes with this region: ‘One 
of  these historical sources, which contains multiple data, is the Istrian frontier.’ (‘Jedan 
od takvih naših povijesnih izvora koji u sebi sadrži mnogostruke podatke jest i Istarski 
razvod.’)  (Fučić [1997] 2001, 7).
158  Although Rijeka’s imaginations of  urban particularity during the course of  the 
nineteenth century are mainly embedded in a dominant Italian discourse, in this chapter 
I tend to contextualize this Italian cultural sphere of  Rijekan cityness in relation to the 
Croatian (and Slavic more broadly) cultural circles in the city. The dynamics around 
the nineteenth-century Croatian cultural circles in Rijeka remain however an under-
explored topic, yet is the focus of  a new research project currently guided by Irvin 
Lukežić at the University of  Rijeka.
159  That the announcement of  Rijeka’s status as free trade zone still speaks to the 
imagination of  today’s city authorities, shows the speech of  mayor Vojko Obersnel, 
who during the 300 years celebration of  Rijeka’s free port on 18 March 2019 referred 
to ‘the direct influence of  the impressive but also turbulent history of  the port on the 
development of  the city of  Rijeka and the Republic of  Croatia. The city has created 
constant changes as well as a cosmopolitan environment of  open views and tolerance 
towards the richness and diversity of  races, nations, religions and cultures.’ (‘Se na 
izravni utjecaj impresivne, ali i burne povijesti luke na razvoj grada Rijeke i Republike 
Hrvatske. Grad su oblikovale stalne promjene i stvorile kozmopolitsku sredinu otvorenih 
pogleda i tolerancije prema bogatstvu i različitosti rasa, nacija, religija i kultura.’) (Lučka 
Uprava Rijeka 2019).
160  On the history of  the sugar refinery (from 1750), see: (Lukežić 2003); on the history 
of  the steam-mill designed by Robert Whitehead, giving an impulse on Rijeka’s shipyard 
industry, see: (Lukežić 2010).
161  Ilona Fried ([2001] 2005, 30) presents the following statistics about the 1890 
population: ‘29.494 inhabitants, divided along: 44% Italians, more than 36% Croatians, 
9,4% Slovenes, 5% Germans and 3,6% Hungarians; while in 1910 the total number 
rises to 49.806 (among which 1314 militaries), 24.212 Italians, that is 48,6%, 12 
926 Croatians, that is 25,9%, 6493 Hungarians, that is 13% and for the rest: 2387 
Slovenians, 2135 Germans, 425 Serbs, 240 English, 238 Czechs, 192 Slovaks, 137 
Romanians, others 291.’  (‘29.494 abitanti, suddivisi secondo le etnie: 44% italiani, piu` 
del 36% croati, 9,4% sloveni, 5% tedeschi e 3,6% ungheresi; mentre nel 1910 il numero 
complessivo sale a 49.806 (di cui 1314 militari), 24.212 italiani, cioe` il 48,6%, 12 926 
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croati, cioe` il 25,9%, 6493 ungheresi, cioe` il 13% e per il resto: 2387 sloveni, 2135 
tedeschi, 425 serbi, 240 inglesi, 238 cechi, 192 slovacchi, 137 rumeni, altri 291.’)
162  Giovanni De Ciotta was son of  one of  the foremost Rijekan merchants – the Italian 
Lorenzo De Ciotta – and the Rijekan Luisa de Adamich – daughter of  an important 
merchant family that had had a strong hand in the modernization of  Rijeka. Giovanni 
De Ciotta was trained as military construction engineer.
163  ‘Per concludere: la riannessione della nostra città all’Ungheria, cui era 
indispensabile uno sbocco diretto al mare Adriatico, dette un nuovo e gagliardo impulso 
al rifiorire dei commerci e delle industrie fiumane; la qual cosa portò un notevole 
aumento di popolazione e il miglioramento materiale della città. […] Di questo periodo 
– il più àlacre, il più febbrile dello sviluppo cittadino – fu anima e mente il podestà 
Giovanni de Ciotta, il cui nome resterà memorabile per le grandi opere pubbliche da lui 
compiute durante il lungo e saggio governo della città (1872-1896).’
164  For an extensive study on the development of  Rijeka’s port architecture, waterfront 
and urban architecture, see: (Zucconi 2008).
165  ‘Una base alla nuova configurazione della città marittima di Fiume con riflesso al 
successivo suo sviluppo, essenzialmente commerciale; sviluppo che deve attendersi allo 
sbocco della linea ferroviaria principale ungherese da Carlstadt, dal tronco laterale del 
Meridionale S. Peter e dalla costruzione di un vasto porto.’ 
166  ‘la nuova identità urbana si inscrive ormai entro l’immagine del fronte-mare: qui 
la regolarità geometrica dei grandi edifici e delle nuove rive appare contrappuntata dai 
velieri e dai vapori, tra persone e merci sparse lungo le banchine portuali.’
167  See the historical photobook of  Miljenko Smokvina, Rijeka na povijesnim fotografijama. 
The preface to this book also reminds that the invention and development of  
photography also went together with the development of  the city’s industry, for which 
it was this historical subject that has been remembered through its wide photographic 
account (Smokvina [1997]2003, 15).
168  Transcription from Latin into Croatian by Goroslav Oštrić, in: (Tulić 2017, 43-44). 
English translation is based on: (Žic 2007, 45-46). The original Latin charter can be 
found in the Državni Arhiv Rijeka.
169  Igor Žic interprets the motto as referring to both the inexhaustibility of  the river 
and the inexhaustibility of  Rijeka’s loyalty to the Habsburg crown. (Žic 2007, 46). 
Others consider the term inexhaustible to refer to the nearby Zvir spring, which never 
dried and functioned as constant and inexhaustible water supply for the Rijekans (Ðekić 
2006, 14).
170  ‘occupava un posto speciale nel grande stemma.’
171  The coat of  arms also served as inspiration for the design of  the Rijekan flag – 
using the main three colors from the coat of  arms, which are red, yellow/gold, and blue.
172  ‘Koliko je puta kroz nas grad strujao vjetar promjena, toliko je puta ovaj 
orao bio postavljan, uklanjan, vracan, mijenjan, odobravan, darovan, osporavan, 
trodimenzionalan, reljefan, odrubljene glave, obje, dvoglav pa jednoglav i opet dvoglav.’
173  For a glance into the discussions on replacement of  the Indeficienter eagle, see: 
(Cupać 2017; HINA 2017; Vesić 2017), and the special publication by historian Damir 
Tulić, sponsored by EPK: (Tulić 2017).
174  The symbolism of  the Indeficienter also appeared from the nineteenth century 
onwards in allegoric images of  a female figure often carrying a two-headed eagle, the 
tricolor Fiuman flag, or the text ‘indeficienter’. I found examples in the journal La 
Varietà. Giornale per tutti (first year of  publication 1882), for instance in the edition of  1 
April 1883, page 2. 
Ivan Jeličić (2015/2016, 62-63) also found these allegoric female figures in for instance 
in La Gazzetta di Fiume (1867) and La Varietà (1867).
175  Ilona Fried provides in her book Fiume Città della Memoria an extensive overview and 
critical discussion on the literary and cultural landscape in Rijeka from 1868-1945. She 
also reminds that much of  this material has been lost throughout time (Fried [2001] 
2005, 187).
176  During the Habsburg era, migrants to the city could retrieve citizenship already 



385

after two years of  residence (Fried [2001] 2005, 32).
177  ‘Will man den Ursprung dieses Volks erklären […]/ Man sucht umsonst nach 
passendem Vergleiche, Liburner sind sie endlich doch allein, Doch lieben sie Italiens 
Sitten und Gebräuche/ Und wollen durchaus Vollblut-Ungarn sein.’ 
Von Littrow moreover authored several environmental studies of  Rijeka commissioned 
by the Rijekan city council, among which: Fiume und seine Umgebungen : mit Illustrationen im 
Texte und einem Plane der Stadt und des Hafens (1884) Fiume considerata dal lato marittimo (1870).
178  Ilona Fried notifies in a similar manner the interest in nineteenth and early 
twentieth century Rijeka for Hungarian literature: (Fried[2001] 2005, 189-191).
179  ‘Ci sono paesi che trovano sostentamento esclusivamente nei tesori offerti loro 
dal mare. La Grecia, Cartagine, Roma, Venezia, l’Olanda, la Spagna ed infine 
l’Inghilterra, tutte sono diventate grandi e potenti grazie al mare. Da quando sono 
riecheggiate le sagge parole di Kossuth: ‘Ungheresi! Al mare’ anche noi, ungheresi, ci 
vogliamo sempre più al mare. Le nostre navi fanno conoscere il nostro nome in cinque 
continenti e noi ricordiamo con orgoglio Fiume, il nostro unico porto, cui si prospetta 
un grande avvenire.’ I have not been able to consult the original 1900 Hungarian 
edition of  Tengerparti képek of  which only two copies exist in the Bibliothek der Humboldt 
Universität Berlin and at the Hungarian Academy of  Sciences. My cititation draws on 
the citation included by Ilona Fried and which has been translated into Italian. (Garády 
1900, cited in: Fried [2001] 2005, 194).
180  A very interesting discussion of  the geographical imaginary of  Rijeka for the 
Hungarian state is provided by Veronika Eszik (2015). She distinguishes a three-
layered geographical construction of  Rijeka in relation to perceptions of  Hungarian 
nationalism, namely 1) the Liburnian karst as a wild, desolated, poor and uncultivated 
countryside; 2) Rijeka as showcase and second capital of  Hungary on the seaside; 3) 
which creates an opposition between the cultivated, modern Hungarian city of  Rijeka 
and the backward non-Hungarian countryside surrounding the city.
181  For more on the local power politics during the take-over of  ban Josip Jelačić, see: 
(Klinger 2007, 77-83).
182  ‘Nell’attuale nostra situazione, ove comunemente si agitano le questioni di diritto 
pubblico circa lo stato di relazione ed indipendenza politica dei Regni e delle Provincie 
con quelli connesse, si rende necessario di conoscere la propria consistenza, che è per noi 
quella in cui questo distretto libero basa ogni suo operare, e dalla quale deriva i diritti 
stabiliti col Diploma teresiano dell’anno 1779 colle successive relative leggi […]./
[…] quegli Signori facenti parte della Congregazione, i quali altre volte si occupavano 
coll’indagare la storia di Fiume, e l’antico suo stato, l’origine e la legalità dei suoi diritti, 
di provocarli alla compilazione di un frammento istorico dall’epoca dell’incorporazione 
di Fiume alla Corona d’Ungheria, corredato dai necessari dati, e documenti, e di 
presentarlo entro un breve tempo a questa Congregazione, onde ognuno dei suoi istruito 
nei propri diritti li porti al grado di sostenerli, gli estranei poi meglio informati arrivino 
a formare un giusto giudizio sulla vera situazione e relazione di questo Distretto colla 
Corona d’Ungheria.’
183  ‘questa città col suo territorio dovesse considerarsi come Corpo isolato tra i paesi della 
Corona Ungarica.’
184  Kobler was not the first to publish an urban history of  Rijeka. The first publication 
has probably been written by Franjo Rački in 1867, entitled Rieka prama Hrvatskoj (‘Rijeka 
towards Croatia’), which claimed Croatian rights for the city. Kobler’s historiography 
has been preceded by Vincenzo Tomsich’s Notizie storiche sulla città di Fiume (‘Historical 
notes about the city of  Fiume’) in 1886, which also expressed a similar vision of  urban 
political autonomy under the Hungarian crown.
185   ‘prodotto delle rivendicazioni di diritto storico dell’élite fiumana, fungeva da 
imprescindibile contesto per lo sviluppo di questo patriottismo municipale, la cui 
successiva evoluzione fu l’autonomismo o il “nazionalismo” fiumano.’
186  Maylender did not hold the position of  mayor for long. Only some months after 
his election in 1897, he and the Rijekan magistracy resigned from their positions as a 
protest against the Hungarian dominance in the city’s decision-making process. He was 
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re-elected in January 1898, but the Hungarian government then decided to replace him. 
(Žic 2007, 110; Stelli 2017, 182).
187  For more on the Giovine Fiume movement, see: (Stelli 2017, 190-197). The Giovine 
Fiume in first instance cooperated with Zanella’s Autonomist Party but from the early 
1910s took its own path (Gigante 1928, 138-147) – Karpowicz recently revealed that 
this development emerged under influence of  the Sirius Masonic lodge in Rijeka, 
where some of  Giovine Fiume’s key figures were members. They found in 1910 
the Autonomous League, which conducted a policy against the Autonomous Party 
(Karpowicz 2017, 228).
188  Rijeka was during these years also home to several cultural figures that would turn 
key during the later development of  Croatian nationalism in the twentieth century, such 
as Ljudevit Gaj, Antun Mihanović and Janko Polić Kamov.
189  ‘Hrvatska si od vajkada!/[...] Hrvatska si u temelju svome,/ Hrvatska, gdje sviet 
te gleda,/ I hrvatstvo kutu u svakom tvome/ Tajiti se nikad ne da.’ (Dežman 1872). 
‘Croata sei da sempre/ […] Croata sei dal remoto/ Croata dove il mondo ti guarda:/ la 
croaticità d’ogni tuo angolo/ mai si può negare.’ Italian translation by: (Luksich-Jamini 
1960, 83, cited in: Stelli 2009, 25-26).
190  ‘Dass nachdem der Hofkommerzienrath mit der böhmisch-österreicheschen 
Hofkanzlei vereiniget worden ist, die Küstenstadt Fiume mit ihrem Gebiete dem 
Königreiche Kroatien einverleibt werde. Das daher in Hinkunft dieselbe nur die 
ungarische Hofkanzlei im Wege des königlichen kroatische Statthaltereirathes zu 
überwachen und zu verwalten habe.’
191  On the role of  Franjo Rački in the Croatian history-writing, see: (Janović 2018, 
760-761).
192  It would be Zanella who became the first president (1921-1922) of  the Free State of  
Fiume after the fall of  D’Annunzio’s Carta del Carnaro in 1920.
193  ‘i vecchi fiumani non conoscevano altro che un patriottismo fiumano locale, in 
stretto legame con la nazione ungherese a difesa della loro autonomia, della loro 
nazionalità italiana e dei loro interessi economici [...].’
194  Examples are the song Son tabachina (which was first published in 1900 in La Voce 
del Popolo), the post-war poem Tramway letrico by Egidio Milinovich (which expressed 
a nostalgia towards the tram that had just appeared from the public space). See also: 
(Jeličić 2015/6, 68-9). That the (memory of  the) electric tram is still perceived as an 
important marker in Rijeka’s history, shows the publication of  a course manual for 
Rijekan school kids, published in 2013 by the municipality and the mayor. It dedicates a 
separate chapter to the electric tram (Sušanj 2013).
195  ‘città italiana circondata dai croati: solo la tradizionale autonomia, magari 
riformulata in modo adeguato ai tempi […], poteva costituire una valida difesa di tale 
particolarità.’
196  This section has also been published as article in (van Hout 2019).
197  Irredentism has been intensively studied in the field of  international relations, 
where it is theorized as a geopolitical strategy for forcefully creating ‘unified’ nation 
states. This scholarship has shown that, despite the different contextual circumstances 
of  various irredentisms, irredentist conflicts always appear in response to circumstances 
in the wider international community (Ambrosio 2001, 5; Chazan 1991; Weiner 1971) 
and as such constitute an instrument of  international geopolitics (Carment and James 
1995; Kornprobst 2008; Saideman and Ayres 2000). Irredentism has also be addressed 
in nationalism studies, though not in great depth. This scholarship tends to present 
irredentist thinking and practice as an offshoot of  radical nationalism. This work 
criticizes irredentism for its political radicalism, which leads to warfare (Hutchinson 
2017; Malešević 2017; Saideman 2013), and problematic relation with minority rights 
(Kissane and Sitter 2010; Kovács 2003). This argument is further elaborated in: (van 
Hout 2019).
198  See in particular: (De Felice 1966; De Felice and Mariano 1971; Ledeen 1975). 
D’Annunzio’s act was an irredentist act in its most theatrical form. Most scholars of  
Italian nationalism consider irredentism a political strategy for creating a national 
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empire, providing the conditions for the Fascist radicalization of  nationalism in the 
twentieth century. Only Donati (2013, 77-82) observes that the language used for 
irredentist aspirations until the 1920s was not aggressive at all. Other scholars, however, 
have argued that the Italian nation state could only exist because of  its irredentism and 
foreign policy (Bosworth 1996, 19; Gentile [1997] 2009; Lowe and Marzari [1975] 
2002; Mack Smith [1958] 1997).
199  ‘questa mia piccola ignota città lontana’ / ‘La scuola da noi, per forza di cose, è 
rimasta proprio così, come la nostra storia, la vita, la coltura; unita a nessuno e separata da 
tutto il mondo.’
200  Also in Rijeka, several local intellectuals with Italian roots found a stage with the 
Florentine journal La Voce, yet the number of  Rijekan publications was much less than 
in Trieste. This has most probably to do with the circumstances that Rijeka’s youth was 
stimulated to join the Budapest university, instead of  in Florence. The publications in La 
Voce by Rijeka’s intellectuals rather deal with political issues instead of  cultural, so Fried 
([2001] 2005, 204) observed.
201  ‘Non ci addormentiamo, carissimo e faremo vedere a questi imbecilli nostrali 
e stranieri che abbiamo dei coglioni e la forza di portar il nostro paese alla testa del 
mondo. Ah! Poterci arrivare! Ci arriveremo: lo sento.’
202  ‘l’indomita volontà dei fiumani di essere figli d’Italia.’
203  ‘Più che storia, era difesa del nostro diritto, voce dell’anima nostra che, soffocata 
dalla prepotenza straniera, mandava qualche fievole eco: eco tutta romano, suono tutto 
italiano che, in mezzo a tante orribili favelle e malgrado il violento fragore delle armi, 
chiamava nella bellezza del nostro idioma la Patria.’
204  Žic 2007, 129-133.
205  ‘Il patto di Londra venuto per puro caso a nostra conoscenza, mediante uno 
sdrucito Corriere della Sera del 14 febbraio 1918, confermò il nostro primo timore; 
e l’affermazione del nostro diritto, se non toglieva, certo attenuava la minaccia, 
correggendo l’errore del trattato di Londra. Non dirò la costernazione che provammo 
alla lettura di quel patto; ma il trattato di Londra ebbe d’altronde il merito di rafforzare 
la coscenza nazionale di quei fiumani che affratellati nel “comitato segreto” seguivano 
le vicende politiche della guerra ed aspettavano con ansia il momento di agire per la 
salvezza di Fiume.’
206  Historians have often argued that the constitution of  Yugoslavia was for the 
international community a way to oppress the Italian expansion in the Adriatic (Stelli 
2017, 225).
207  ‘Soffiò loro nel viso, e disse loro: Ricevete lo Spirito.’ Questa è la parola del vangelo 
di Giovanni./ Fiume oggi soffia nel viso di tutti noi Italiani, ci avvampa il viso col suo 
soffio, e ci dice: Ricevete lo Spirito, ricevete la Fiamma [...]./ Celebriamo oggi, nella 
gloria di Fiume e nella gloria di quel giovine leone d’Italia, la festa dello Spirito.’
208  Edoardo Susmel (1941, 369), who had been in Rijeka with D’Annunzio wrote in 
his memoirs that Enrico Corradini (A.N.I. leader), Luigi Federzoni (co-founder of  the 
journal Idea Nazionale), Benito Mussolini (former chief  editor of  Avanti! And founder 
of  the right nationalist Il Popolo d’Italia) and Peppino Garibaldi (ardito and grandson of  
Giuseppe Garibaldi) had all refrained support.
209  ‘Il Dio d’Italia ci assista.’
210  ‘lottiamo d’attimo in attimo, con una energia che fa di questa impresa la più bella 
dopo la dipartita dei Mille.’
211  ‘Fiume’, ‘qui è la Patria. […] Nessuno potrà smuoverci di qui. Io, per me, non 
uscirò di qui vivo e non uscirò di qui morto, perché vorrò avere qui la mia sepoltura e 
divenire una cosa sola con questa terra benedetta.’ 
212  Livius attributed this phrase to Marcus Furius Camillus, who announced these 
words in the Roman senate that wanted to leave the city of  Rome when it was taken 
around 390 BC by the Gauls. 
213  De Felice(1966) divides the annexation of  Fiume in three episodes: the first, from 
the start of  the occupation, is characterized by attempts to find a political modus vivendi 
with the Roman government; the second is the moment of  the establishment of  the 
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Carta del Carnaro (December 1919) until the Treaty of  Rapallo (12 November 1920); 
the third is the so-called Natale di Sangue (December 1920). 
214  ‘Se almeno mezza Italia somigliasse ai Fiumani, avremmo il dominio del mondo. 
Ma Fiume non è se non un cima solitaria dell’eroismo, dove sarà dolce morire ricevendo 
un ultimo sorso della sua acqua.’
215  ‘La cultura è l’aroma contro le corruzioni. La cultura è la saldezza contro le 
deformazioni.’
216  In several letters, collected by Paolo Alatri, D’Annunzio offered critique to the 
‘cowardly’ attitude of  the Italian negotiatiors: (Alatri 1976, 188-189).
217  ‘fa per allungare la cupida mano sui beni della città – la ferrovia ed il porto’./ ‘in 
via transitoria.’ (D’Annunzio [1920] 1990, 221, 224). 
218  The constitution placed the ‘corporations’ next to the citizens and the communities 
as core to the Fiuman society. Article 13 announced that these three ‘species of  spirits 
and forces contribute to the ordering, movement and increase of  the university’ 
(‘specie di spiriti e di forze concorrono all’ordinamento al movimento e all’incremento 
dell’università’). The governmental tasks were divided between the trias politica 
(legislative power; executive power; judiciary power) (De Ambris and D’Annunzio 
[1920] 1990, 228).
219  ‘Tre sono le credenze religiose collocate sopra tutte le altre nella università dei 
Comuni giurati:/ La vita è bella, e degna che severamente e magnificamente la viva 
l’uomo intiero dalla libertà;/ L’uomo intiero è colui che sa ogni giorno inventare la sua 
propria virtú per ogni giorno offrire ai suoi fratelli un nuovo dono;/ Il lavoro, anche il 
piú umile, anche il piú oscuro, se sia bene eseguito, tende alla bellezza e orna il mondo.’
220  ‘Se ogni rinascita d’una gente nobile è una potenza lirica, se ogni ordine nuovo è un 
ordine lirico nel senso vigoroso e impetuoso della parola, la Musica considerata come 
linguaggio rituale è l’esaltatrice dell’atto di vita, dell’opera di vita.’
221  ‘senza divario di sesso, di stirpe, di lingua, di classe, di religione.’/ ‘dal gioco 
armonico della diversità sia fatta sempre vigorosa e più ricca la vita comune.’ 
222  ‘Se dovremo fare una costituzione faremo una costituzione di libertà infinitamente 
diversa dai vecchi Statuti. Noi vorremmo conciliare lo spirito comunale che anche qui 
vigeva, e al quale dobbiamo la forza e la grandezza italica, con le idee più moderne. 
Noi cercheremo di ottenere la massima elasticità in questa costituzione in modo 
da armonizzare la pacifica convivenza del comune marittimo italiano col comune 
croato rurale. Anche se dopo brevissimo tempo (come noi fervidamente auguriamo) 
l’annessione ci impedisse di attuara la Costituzione in tutte le forme, questa potrebbe 
sempre rimanere come un esempio a tutto il mondo dell’aspirazione di un popolo e 
di un gruppo di spiriti. Con tale Costituzione potremo riunire in un cerchio di luce le 
libertà comunali colle ultime forme che oggi muovono il mondo.’ 
223  ‘da quella stessa pace che nega crudelmente a Fiume il diritto di disporre di sé stessa 
e vieta cosí a un popolo eroico il raggiungimento delle sue giuste aspirazioni, per favorire 
gli interessi di una banda di capitalisti internazionali. La mia impresa è l’unico atto di 
ribellione reale contro questa pace iniqua. [...] La diplomazia è impotente a risolvere 
il problema di questa città e ad asservirla alla tirannide wilsoniana e a costringerla ad 
accettare i vari progetti dei compromessi.’
224  Dominique Kirchner Reill will further elaborate this argument in her new book 
The Fiume Crisis: Surviving in the Wake of  the Habsburg Empire that will soon be published: 
(Kirchner Reill, forthcoming). 
225  See, among others,( Caviglia 1948; Comisso 1951; Kochnitzky 1922). The Italian 
translator of  Kochnitzky’s autobiography published in 1922 stated in the preface 
that he disagreed on many points with Kochnitsky’s ideas on Fiume. That the book 
was nevertheless published in Fascist Italy was, perhaps, due to the international and 
universal character attributed to Fiume by Kochnitzky, with which the Fascist regime 
hoped to gain international recognition. The memoirs of  Giovanni Comisso, who 
expressed a similar vision of  Fiume as did his colleague Kochnitzky, and the letter 
correspondence of  the soldier Vincenzo Barillaro to his family, showing in particular 
the reluctance and his fear on the battlefield in Fiume, were only published after the 
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fall of  the Fascist regime. Enrico Caviglia, the army officer who on behalf  of  the Italian 
government had been responsible for the Natale di Sangue, succeeded in publishing his 
memoirs in 1936. After a difficult process of  publication, a small clandestine publisher 
published the text that the Fascist regime considered as provocative. Caviglia wrote 
the manuscript in 1921, rewrote it in 1925 and when he had wanted to publish it that 
same year, this was stopped by the censorship of  the Fascist regime. It took until 1936 to 
publish the manuscript. This publishing history is described in the preface of  (Caviglia 
1948).
Claudia Salaris (2002, 153-176) dedicates a chapter on the question of  how the 
revolutionary discourse was lived in the city, presenting an image of  the annexation 
period that was experienced by the key figures in the revolution as a never ending 
summer party. Yet how the everyday citizen experienced the annexation has not been 
examined by scholars, but unfortunately is out of  the scope of  this research.
226  We do know that the year of  1920 was a period of  wider ethnic unrest in Istria and 
Dalmatia, also causing anti-Slavic violence in Rijeka. D’Annunzio’s regime however, was 
rather aware of  internal betrayers, than of  ‘external enemies’, so has Pupo (2018, 94) 
argued.
227  ‘È giusto che Fiume abbia per noi questo alto valore simbolico: la sua lunga odissea 
la rende sacra all›Italia.’
228  ‘il limite tra stato e stato [che] fu posto lungo il filare di platani che percorre in tutta 
la sua lunghezza.’ […] ‘che in tutte le ore del giorno e della notte transita per il ponte.’ 
229  One of  the rare publications on this history is Istra za talijanske uprave, O Istarskoj 
emigraciji i njenom tisku u Zagrebu 1918.- 1941, written by Nevio Šetić (2008). See also the 
review of  this book in: (Šubic 2008, 213-218). 
230  Although Francesco Drenig was in his youth an active irredentist, he is until today 
mainly celebrated for his cultural and intellectual efforts to bring Italians and Croatians 
closer together. On occasion of  the commemoration of  twenty years of  the Treaty on 
minority rights between Italy and Croatia, the two countries together organized an 
exhibition on the ‘intercultural’ life and work of  Drenig in the Musej Grada Rijeke in 
October 2016. See also: (Dubrović 2015).
231  ‘Parole chiare e brevi./ E non un programma; poi che, trattandosi d’Arte, il campo 
è infinito./ L’Arte per noi è religione. E nel tempio dell’Arte bisogna soltanto adorare./ 
Non ci atteggieremo a critici, perché siamo ben consci di essere giovani. E conosciamo 
l’Umiltà severa e la Simpatia./ Con umiltà e con simpatia tratteremo tutto ciò che 
riguarda l’Arte./ Ci proponiamo:/ di divulgare la coltura italiana nelle Nazioni del 
nostro retroterra (Jugoslavia, Ungheria, Czeco-Slovacchia, Austria e Germania):/ di far 
conoscere all’Italia le Letteratura e l’Arte di queste Nazioni;/ di rendere nota l’attività 
artistico-letteraria della nostra Regione, tanto in Italian quanto nelle Nazioni suddette./ 
Queste le promesse che facciamo./ E queste manterremo.’
232  ‘DELTA sarà una rivista mensile, che si propone di condure a una sempre 
maggiore conoscenza reciproca le moderne letterature: italiana, magiara, slava, tedesco, 
cecoslovacca. Fiume – che appare invero come un delta su cui l’antica civiltà nostra 
viene a contatto con nuove civiltà in fermento – ci sembra particolarmente favorire il 
nostro proposito. 
Non ci soffermiamo neanche un attimo a discutere sul carattere italiano di Fiume. Ciò, 
per noi, rimane verità indistruttibile.’
233  As can be noticed in the various publications of  Termini throughout the years, 
publishing 81 editions between 1936 and 1943. (Termini 1936-1943).
234  ‘grazie a questo cenacolo Fiume ottiene diritto di cittadinanza alla piena 
modernità.’
235  ‘Errerebbe chi credesse che i 24 mila italiani di Fiume fossero tutti consci della 
loro nazionalità e professassero sentimenti irredentistici; anzi, la maggior parte di essi 
–pur attaccata gelosamente alla lingua e alle usanze italiane –aveva conservato quella 
detestabile, stolida mentalità municipale secondo la quale il Comune è anche patria e 
si dicevano di “nazionalità fiumana”, simili agli anacronistici abitatori del Titano ed ai 
Ragusei di Dalmazia.’
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236  Key works are, among others: (Passerini 1987; Pavone 1991). Also, the assumption 
that Fascist violence was a response to socialist and Bolshevik violence has been 
questioned by current historical scholarship, for instance, see: (Bosworth 2005; Foot 
2009). Responses to the violence of  the Fascist movement and regime has received only 
little attention.
237  Although public opinion has long considered Mussolini following Nazi politics, 
historians have increasingly demonstrated during the last two decades that it was 
the other way around. Hitler’s Nazism found inspiration in the Fascist cult around 
the Italian leader, as well as in Mussolini’s attempts to reshape interwar politics and 
diplomacy. An insightful study on the question how representation and performance 
had crucial impact on the shape of  the Mussolini-Hitler relationship and as such 
created a political momentum, offers Christian Goeschel’s Mussolini and Hitler (2018). 
238  On the highly complex issue in the Giulian march of  the ‘stateless Jews’ who had 
lost Italian citizenship due to the quick change of  treaties around the end of  the World 
War One, see: (Bon 2004; Sarfatti 2007).
239  On the imperialist and colonial ambitions of  the Fascist regime, see: (Del Boca 
2008; Rodogno 2006).
240  ‘Una cosa è certa che con la scomparso dello Stato jugoslavo e con l’annessione 
di Sušak, Fiume riacquista in pieno l’importanza e la missione di scalo del bacino 
mediodanubiano che aveva quando, come Corpus Separatum, apparteneva 
all’Ungheria.’
241  One of  the rare documents depicting the existence of  this committee, originates 
from Antonio Luksich-Jamini, who was president of  the committee. In 1957 he 
published the article ‘La lotta nell’Istria e a Fiume dall’8 Settembre al 15 Novembre 
1943’: (Luksich-Jamini 1957).
242  ‘certamente, come in altre città giuliane, i suoi membri sono preoccupati che ogni 
azione contro i tedeschi possa avvantaggiare i partigiani jugoslavi, altrettanto aborriti: 
ma, mentra a Trieste ciò sprona il CLN a svolgere attività resistenziali concorrenziali, a 
Fiume invece conduce alla passività.’
243  These insights have in particular been the effort of  historian Raoul Pupo, who 
was one of  the first historians working on both the Italian and Slovenian archives. He 
published in 2005 Il lungo esodo. Istria: le persecuzioni, le foibe, l’esilio. Ballinger (2003a, 169) 
remarks that while also Slovenes and Croatians resettled in Italy, they often do not 
consider themselves as esuli.
244  For an English translation of  the report, see: (The Slovene-Italian Historical and 
Cultural Commission 2000).
245  For an insightful critical overview of  the historiographical discussions and public 
perceptions around the foibe events, see: (Pupo 2011). It were (among others but 
in particular) historians Marina Cattaruzza and Raoul Pupo who have started to 
thematize the exodus and the foibe as an important episode in the postwar history of  
Central and South-Eastern Europe. See also: Cattaruzza and Moscarda 2008).
246  For a short overview, see the discussion ‘La letteratura dell’esodo’ in: (Pužar 1999, 
435-436, footnote 56).
247  Marisa Madieri (1938 – 1996) was born in Rijeka and lived after the exodus in 
Trieste. She published Acqua verde (1987) and La radura (1992). Madieri was married to 
Claudio Magris, who often emphasizes in interviews that his work has been inspired by 
the ideas and personal experiences of  his wife.
248  ‘Ma non provo tristezza, solo gratitudine. Se sono ritornata ad Itaca, se nei lunghi 
silenzi della mia vita hanno echeggiato per qualche istante le note del valzer che i 
pianeti e le stelle, cosí lucenti stasera, danzano nell’odissea degli spazi, sento di dover 
ringraziare una folla di persone […] non solo mi hanno aiutato a vivere ma, forse, sono 
la mia vita stessa.’
249  Franco Vegliani (1915-1982) was born in Trieste, but lived for long in Rijeka, 
where he also wrote for Termini. After service in the Italian army during the World War 
Two, he moved to Milan. Among his best-known work are Processo a Volosca (1958) and 
La frontiera (1964).
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250  ‘è così che ricordo la mia Fiume − le sue rive ampie, il Santuario di Tersatto in 
collina, il teatro Verdi, il centro dagli edifici cupi, Cantrida − una città di familiarità e 
distacco, che dovevo perdere appena conosciuta. Tuttavia quei timidi e brevi approcci, 
pervasi di intensità e lontananza, hanno lasciato in me un segno indelebile. Io sono 
ancora quel vento delle rive, quei chiaroscuri delle vie, quegli odori un po› putridi del 
mare e quei grigi edifici.’
251  ‘Noi esuli siamo un po’ come dei pittori immaginari che abbiano perduta la lora 
tavolozza; ormai a colori non possono dipingere e tutt’al più si rassegnano a disegnare. 
E i disegni, per quanto ben fatti, sono sempre un po’ tristi.’
252  ‘struggente di nostalgia e animato dalla magia del ricordo, si offre al lettore 
come il racconto di un mito.’ Paolo Santarcangeli (1909-1996) was a writer, poet, and 
translator from Hungarian into Italian. He was born in Rijeka and moved to Turin 
after the exodus, where he worked at the department of  Hungarian literature at the 
University of  Turin. In his post-war literature, he engaged with both his identity as 
fiumano exile and as Jew. Among many other works, best-known publications are Il libro 
dei labirinti. Storia di un mito e di un simbolo (1967) and In cattività babilonese (1987).
253  ‘Immaginiamo, o cittadini – non di Atene, ma della nostra piccola e poco illustre 
città – di essere riuniti in un’assemblea ideale su una delle nostre doline odorose di 
sterpi e di ramaglia cotta al sole, e di sedere tutti insieme. Molti non siamo mai stati e 
tanti di noi sono morti: basta quindi un breve anfiteatro del Carso a contenerci tutti. 
Parliamo? Forse non parliamo nemmeno. Esprimiamo i nostri pensieri e sentimenti più 
con gli occhi che con le labbra. La nostra presenza è eloquente.’
254  ‘Oggi sappiamo che era una comunità, armoniosa e organica, corrotta e integra, 
plebea ma con una venatura di nobiltà, carica di vizi e virtù commisti, dispettosa e 
generosa a modo suo: una vera comunione di popolo.’
255  ‘la scomparsa dalle sponde adriatiche della forma specifica di presenza italiana 
che lì si era costituita come ultimo atto di una vicenda storica iniziata all’epoca della 
romanizzazione: una scomparsa quasi totale, poiché oggi di essa rimangono solo 
alcune reliquie, fatte di pietra – molte – e di persone, assai meno numerose, che 
configurano un tipo diverso ed inedito di presenza italiana.’
256  ‘Cosa era accaduto sulle coste orientali italiane dell’Adriatico dopo la guerra? 
Niente di rilevante, diceva quella Storia che non aveva aperto le porte all’ospite 
indesiderato: soltanto un nuovo confine segnato con un tratto di penna.’
257  ‘comporre, nell’ambito culturale e dopo l’impresa dannunziana, gli aspri dissidi 
insorti fra il movimento annessionista e quello autonomista.’
258  ‘dramma dell’esodo dalle terre istriane, fiumane e dalmate per il futuro europeo.’
259  Notable is for instance the opening paragraph of  Stelli’s most recent book Storia 
di Fiume (2017), which draws on a citation from Dante’s Divina Commedia (Inferno) that 
refers to the Carnaro/Kvarner region surrounding Rijeka as the last border of  Italy. 
By opening with this phrase as a proof  of  Rijeka’s geographical position, Stelli refers 
to a by Italian irredentists, D’Annunzio, and Fascists often used claim that already 
Dante considered Rijeka Italian. The lines of  Dante go as follow: ‘Sì come ad Arli, ove 
Rodano stagna,/ sì com’ a Pola, presso del Carnaro/ ch’Italia chiude e suoi termini 
bagna’ (Alighieri 2010, 85, canto IX, vv. 112-114).
260  On the history of  the Villaggio Giuliano-Dalmato and E.U.R., see: (Kallis 2016); 
and the documentary by Emiliano Loria (2010) Vivere in esilio. Memorie del Villaggio 
Giuliano-Dalmata di Roma.
The neighborhood E.U.R. became to function as the institutional center of  the country 
in post-war Italy – many ministries and state institutions found residence here.
261  For a list of  activities and organized commemoration days, see the page ‘Attività 
svolte’ on the website of  the association (Società di Studi Fiumani Online, n.d.). Also, 
the Association keeps close relations with the Circolo Italiano – the ‘Italian cultural 
house’- in Rijeka.
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CHAPTER 3

262  ‘sta conoscendo un autentico quanto improvviso rinascimento.’
263  One of  the main critiques of  the Alderman’s competition had been the fact that 
the municipality had asked for creative work for Trieste’s branding without paying the 
artist. As a response, a group of  citizens organized the parallel Facebook page ‘Proposte 
Rifutate Invento Trieste: Trieste non se pol’ (‘Refused Proposals Invent Trieste: Trieste 
“it is impossible”’), which collected cynical alternative city branding logos, eventually 
becoming a wider media success than the official competition (Proposte Rifutate Invento 
Trieste Online 2017; Il Piccolo 2017a). 
264  From a literary perspective, see, among others: (Ara and Magris [1982] 2007; 
Pizzi 2001). From a cultural geography perspective: (Bialasiewicz 2009; Bialasiewicz 
and Minca 2010; Colombino 2009; Minca 2009b; Waley 2009). And from historical 
perspective: (Hametz 2000, 2005; Sluga 2001; Cattaruzza 2017; Verginella 2000).
265   ‘[a]lla base di queste due tradizioni, però, ed alla base della storia di Trieste 
moderna sta una specie di dualismo freudiano. I due filoni, quello culturale-politico 
e quello economico, si sono intersecati ed urtati l’un l’altro lungamente senza esser 
pervenuti finora ad una sintesi unitaria.’
266  For example, see: (Gandolfi 2010). The interrelation of  Freud’s therapy and 
the contextual setting in Trieste reached particular fame through the international 
publication success of  Italo Svevo’s La Coscienza di Zeno (1923).
267  On the economic development of  post-war Trieste, see: (Sapelli [1988] 2015).
268  For a (not so new but insightful) overview of  debates on the globalizing world 
economy from the late 1960 until the 1990s, in which regions gained new meaning in 
the international political order, see: (Scott 1998).
269  The changing urban economy towards the end of  the Cold War, together with the 
developing university and scientific institutes at the Miramare area, turned Trieste into 
a knowledge economy. In the early 2000s, Trieste’s political economy had changed from 
a mainly industrial infrastructure into a tertiary economy, particularly based on public 
administration and retail. 
270  For instance, see the Bora.La publication about one of  the rare still existing 
jeans shops that has its origins in the Cold War period, near the Trieste train station: 
(Brusaferro 2018). See also: (Brusaferro 2014; Bozzer and D’Ercole 2017).
271  For a discussion of  the rise of  local political parties in the city, see: (Valdevit 2004, 
89-157).
272  For an overview of  the various European transborder initiatives in Trieste and the 
wider region, see the policy paper: (Cocco 2013).
273  ‘l’integrazione di popoli e religioni […] percorsi guidati volti a far conoscere i luoghi 
(chiesa cattolica, greco-ortodossa, serbo-ortodossa, sinagoga, cimiteri), incontri tematici 
su religioni, culture, mostre sui Balcani, testimonianze di Guerra nell’ex jugoslavia, 
concerti che coinvolgano l’euroregione ma soptratutto i balcani.’
274  For a more detailed discussion on this subject, through the person of  the author 
Claudio Magris, see: (van Hout 2018b).
275  It must be noted that the Triestine writer Claudio Magris was one of  the first to 
critically reveal in 1963 (published in 1982) the myth of  Mitteleuropa in his dissertation 
Il mito absburgico nella letteratura austriaca moderna 1963 (published 1982): (Magris [1963] 
1982).
276  Extreme example of  the instrumentalization of  a Habsburg past is the political 
longing of  Hungary’s prime-minister Orbán for a re-establishment of  a Greater-
Hungary. For a broader vision on Habsburg nostalgia in wider the Venezia-Giulia 
region, see: (Baskar 2002, 71-95).
277  Fu quindi una donna e Sovrana, Maria Teresa, a cambiare il destino di Trieste, 
aprendola all’800 e rendendola quella città Mitteleuropea che oggi conosciamo, animata 
da genti provenienti da ogni sito del Mediterraneo. A lei si deve l’anima multietnica, la 
vocazione commerciale e marittima, le caratteristiche architettoniche e urbanistiche e la 
straordinaria epoca di modernizzazione che la vide attuare riforme in ambito scolastico, 
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istituzionale e finanziario, così come innovazioni statali, quali l’istituzione del catasto e 
del libro tavolare, o sanitarie come l’introduzione delle vaccinazioni, dopo essere stata lei 
stessa colpita dal vaiolo.’
278  ‘Trieste supera a pieni voti il primo test dell’importante vettore internazionale Tui e 
conferma, proprio ai tedeschi, la tradizionale puntualità asburgica.’
279  The marketing plan presented by SWG to the municipality of  Trieste mentions for 
example that only triestini experience the sea, since tourists won’t find similar bathing 
facilities as they will find along the surrounding Croatian coast. Therefore, their proposal 
is to make tourists visit the Miramare castle or the osmiza, both overviewing the sea, or to 
make them visit a sea-museum (SWG 2012, 17).
280   ‘In Italia si mangia e beve bene ovunque, anche a Trieste e con una possibilità in 
più: un mix di gusto tra Adriatico, Est Europa, Nord Europa e Italia!’
281  Berlusconi’s electoral success itself  was based on his image as self-made man and 
powerful media-imperium.
282  ‘gli uomini della cultura sono molto egocentristi – non fanno [qual]cosa, non 
scrivanno un libro, non fanno mostra…’
283  For a short but well-documented history of  the construction of  this new porto franco 
in the 1880s, which turned Trieste from one moment into the other into the second city 
of  the Habsburg Empire, see: (Gortan 2017). For an overview of  the current functioning 
and production of  both the Porto Vecchio and the Porto Nuovo, see the brochure: 
(Autorità Portuale Trieste 2014).
284  On Trieste’s waterfront landscape, see: (Minca 1995).
285  See the many debates in Il Piccolo during 2018: (Il Piccolo 2018a, 2018b; Tomasin 
2018). 
See also the Documento Unico di Programmazione (DUP) of  Dipiazza’s administration 
on the redevelopment of  the Porto Vecchio as part of  ‘Trieste città di mare’: (Comune di 
Trieste 2016a, 58-85).
286  ‘[Trieste] era una vecchia signora al tramonto, “una città mortificata, pessimista, 
autocondannata all’ isolamento”.’
287  ‘“No se pol”, non si può: questo era lo slogan dell’ impotenza locale, prodotta 
da congiunture oggettivamente sfavorevoli, ma anche da una buona dose di 
autocommiserazione. Adesso si gira pagina. Sinistra e destra, a lungo incattivite 
dallo spartiacque ideologico del confine, tornano a parlarsi e non rifiutano a priori 
di appoggiare un progetto di sviluppo per la città. Srecko Kossovel, poeta sloveno, 
viene omaggiato in città con un monumento al Giardino Pubblico. La statua di 
Sissi l’imperatrice torna al suo posto. Faticosamente le memorie della città, spesso 
contrapposte e laceranti, si ricongiungono. Agli scettici, il sindaco Illy, che ha l’ottimismo 
dell’ imprenditore, manda un messaggio: “Certe volte bisogna anche sognare”.’
288  ‘Sono convinto [...] che tutto questo fermento porterà a nuovi posti di lavoro e a 
una ripresa della città anche dal punto di vista demografico. Come ai tempi di Maria 
Teresa d’Austria, anche se in modo più contenuto, Trieste potrà attirare nuovi abitanti 
provenienti dall’Italia e dal mondo e andare ben oltre i 208 mila attuali, confermandosi 
città accogliente, cosmopolita e multiculturale.’
289   ‘la città ne veniva quasi esclusa. Il porto veniva visto come una sezione separata 
della Trieste. [...] [Però] sono dei brani di città.’
290  ‘Il Porto Vecchio è stato troppa politica. Ed io ho capito che lì era il tesoro di 
questa città. Perché [a Trieste] non era il centro storico, anche se noi ci occupiamo di 
Cittavecchia del centro storico. Questa città aveva un altro centro storico importante – 
un centro storico portuale.’
291  ‘Fondi pubblici a parte, però, il rilancio del Porto Vecchio ha già attratto l’attenzione 
degli investitori privati.’
292  ‘fatta di eccellenza scientifica, di vocazioni turistiche, di un porto più forte, di nuovi 
rapporti economici con l’Est e la Cina.’
293  ‘sarà il punto di non ritorno’ (Ibid.) ‘L’avvio del risanamento di 60 ettari di città, 
uno spazio di grande pregio urbanistico e architettonico, sarà determinante non solo per 
il waterfront di Trieste, ma per la sua stessa essenza.’
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294  The renewal of  the Porto Vecchio has more often been instrumentalized 
for mayoral campaigns, as demonstrates for instance the interview and letter 
correspondence between Roberto Cosolini and author and journalist Paolo Rumiz in 
2011, published on Cosolini’s website: (Rumiz 2011; Cosolini 2011a). For the crucial 
role of  the Porto Vecchio in Dipiazza’s 2016 campaign, see: (Comune di Trieste 2016b).
295  I wish to thank Annalisa Colombino for providing access to her unpublished PhD 
thesis: (Colombino 2007).
296  This title was chosen after the committee had explored a number of  alternatives. 
The Mobility of  Knowledge would present the city’s ‘everyday business’, so the committee 
believed, however had actively been branded and framed: (Colombino 2007, 147-50).
297  For an insightful schematic overview of  the various tropes of  Trieste’s centrality in 
the Expo bidding process, see: (Porcaro and Minca 2016, 104). 
298  See for instance the reflections in the local newspapers, among many others: 
(Baracetto and Sansa 2018).
299  For a digital catalogue of  the Patrimonio Culturale see: (FVG 2017).
300  Colombino conceptualized this experience the ‘heritage contemporality’. Rather 
than a separate temporality, I would identify this experience as an example of  how 
heritage attributes agency itself.
301  DiscoverTrieste was initially as ScopriTrieste a private city promotion initiative 
sponsored by the Friuli-Venezia Giulia region and offering tourist maps for historical city 
walks, and was turned into a project guided by the Municipality.
302  The representation of  Trieste’s Medieval past as touching upon both the larger 
narrative of  the history of  the Italian Renaissance city-state and the history of  the 
centrifugal Austro-Hungarian free state, positions Trieste here on the angle of  two 
modernizing dynamics that were at stake in Medieval Europe. For an insightful 
discussion on the history of  modern citizenship in the Italian city-state during the 
Medieval time, see: (Prak 2018, 163-182).
303  Svevo writes: ‘Then, when I arrived in Via Cavana, I had to slow down because of  
the crowd blocking the narrow street.’ (‘Poi, giunto in via Cavana, dovetti rallentare per 
la folla che ostruiva la stretta via.’) (Svevo 1923, 472); and in Saba one reads: ‘Often, to 
return to my home/ I take a dark street of  the Citta Vecchia./ Yellow in some puddle 
are mirrored/ some lights, and crowded is the street.’ (‘Spesso, per ritornare alla mia 
casa/ prendo un’oscura via di città vecchia./ Giallo in qualche pozzanghera si specchia/ 
qualche fanale, e affollata è la strada.’) (Saba [1912] 1962, 19).
304  For a critique on urban gentrification, see, among many others: (Zukin 2010).
305  ‘in una visione, anche se forse a tratti utopica ed eccessivamente ottimista, di una 
società in grado di gestire i propri conflitti, una visione che avrebbe potuto/dovuto 
prender corpo sotto la spinta del programma di ricostrituzione dello spazio sociale di 
Cittavecchia.’
306  ‘ Sebbene animato da una retorica a tratti idealista, che descriveva l’integrazione di 
gruppi sociale estremamente differenti (giovani, anziani, tossicodipendenti e stranieri) 
non solo come possibile ma anche come un processo virtualmente privo di tensioni o 
conflitti, ha rappresentato tuttavia un vero e proprio esperimento di gentrificazione 
sociale.’
307  ‘Finora ci siamo specchiati gli uni negli altri, italiani e sloveni, ed è stato importante 
farlo, adesso abbiamo bisogno di uno sguardo esterno – ecco l’ipotesi di MetaCarso – 
abbiamo bisogno di qualcuno che venga da fuori per aiutarci a esplorare con altri occhi 
il luogo che abitiamo.’
308  ‘Ecco MetaCarso, mi sono detto. Eppure a Trieste servirebbe davvero un ponte. 
Magari chi progetterà il prossimo riuscirà a portarci un po’ più lontano.’
309  ‘Vorrei far nascere a Trieste un osservatorio permanente sulle culture chiamato 
MetaCarso.’
310  ‘un oltrepassamento delle vecchie posizioni e delle discussioni che le hanno 
caratterizzate. Sangue, radici, lingua, identità di frontiera sono concetti sui quali noi 
[triestini] abbiamo detto tutto il possibile. Se insistiamo ancora rischiamo di parlarci 
addosso. Bisogna andare “oltre il Carso”.’
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311  The question who initiated the project remains partly unanswered. In an open 
letter to the mayor at 18 February 2013, Covacich argued that the mayor had called 
the author after his election in September 2011, with the request to develop a project 
for the city. This suggests that the initial initiative came from the mayor himself. In an 
interview in the same newspaper a year earlier, Covacich however suggests that he had 
started working on the project already the summer of  2011 before contacting the mayor. 
(Covacich 2013a; Mezzena Lona 2012).
312  Covacich’ most well-known works are, among others: Storia di pazzi e di normali 
(1993); Anomalie (1998); A pentalogy (2003-2011); Trieste Sottosopra (2006); La Sposa (2014). 
He recently published La città interiore (2017b).
313  Literary critics have observed a need in contemporary Italian fiction to find new 
forms of  narrative consistency, thereby challenging the end of  ‘Postmodernism’, often 
referred to as ‘new realism’. Today’s Italian literary culture shows a renewed interest for 
engagement with history and a revival of  mythic meaning-making, enabling literature 
to examine complex crises of  the everyday global society (such as inequality, capitalism, 
climate change). See, among others: (Luperini 2005). 
314  ‘Trieste e il Carso rappresentano due entità insissolubili, una dialettica degli opposti 
che aggiunge all’eredità asburgica della nostra città quella più dolorosa e controversa del 
Novecento.’
315  ‘Il ritratto che abbiamo realizzato fino a questo momento rischia di restituire solo in 
parte lo spirito del luogo.’
316  Covacich elucidates his choice for the project title MetaCarso as follows: ‘“Meta” 
in greco significa “dopo/oltre” e in MetaCarso procura una giocosa assonanza con 
“metacarpo” e “metatarso”, quasi a indicare l’esistenza di una struttura ossea nuova: 
non più cortina di ferro, bensì l’ossatura che sostiene la giunzione di due interi universi 
culturali (lo slavo-continentale e il latino mediterraneo) e che passa proprio sotto casa 
nostra.’ (‘”Meta in Greek means “after/beyond” and in MetaCarso it provides a playful 
assonance with “metacarpo” and “metatarsus”, almost as if  to indicate the existence 
of  a new bone sturcture: no longer an iron curtain, but the framework that supports 
the junction of  two entire cultural universes (the Slavic-continental and the Latin-
Mediterranean) and that passes right under our home.’) (Covacich 2013b, 3).
317  ‘Dobbiamo provare a superare il Carso inteso come barriera mentale, luogo del 
conflitto, ferita del novecento, miniera inesauribile di rancore, dobbiamo andare oltre 
il Carso inteso come fardello della storia delle popolazioni locali. Questa gamma 
metaforica va superata perché Trieste ha bisogno di un ritratto nuovo, qualcosa che 
trasformi le ferite in gemme preziose. Da qui viene il nome della manifestazione: dalla 
volontà di questa trasformazione, di questo superamento.’
318  ‘dobbiamo rinnovare il ritratto. Dobbiamo compiere un passaggio ulteriore, sempre, 
beninteso, facendo tesoro della tradizione che connota la città come “crogiolo di razze”. 
Finora ci siamo specchiati gli uni negli altri, italiani e sloveni, ed è stato importante 
farlo, adesso abbiamo bisogno di uno sguardo esterno – ecco l’ipotesi di MetaCarso – 
abbiamo bisogno di qualcuno che venga da fuori per aiutarci a esplorare con altri occhi 
il luogo che abitiamo. 
[…] L’idea che sostiene MetaCarso è quella di proporre Trieste come “Casa delle 
Differenze”, città che può riguadagnare un ruolo centrale nella rinata Mitteleuropa, 
ma che può soprattutto parlare al mondo con la stessa lingua di Gerusalemme, 
Johannesburg, Mumbay, Istanbul, Belfast, luoghi simbolo del conflitto e al contempo 
progetti pilota per la convivenza.’
319  ‘una forma di convivenza dove si parla bianco.’
320  The 1969 Official Languages Act had declared French and English the official 
languages of  Canada. The francophone community that was a minority in Canada, 
but a majority in the province of  Quebec, felt its cultural identity colonized by the 
overall English cultural and economic dominance in the country. The 1960s and 1970s 
were characterized by a ‘silent revolution’ and strong language politics in Quebec. This 
resulted into a 1977 law that established French as the only official language of  Quebec.
321  Kathy Mezei (1998, 233) has characterized the poem of  Lalonde in context of  
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these language politics: ‘In “Speak White”, Lalonde created a bilingual text that 
exposed and criticized the bilingual reality of  Quebec in 1968. Her poem signals the 
dangers and negative aspects of  bilingualism and its detrimental consequences for the 
Quebec people. English as language and as the symbol of  colonization draws the fire 
of  her attack. To build an “imagined community” in French Quebec involved not only 
the imagined community of  francophones, but also taking a position against English 
(emphasis original).’
322  ‘Speak White’ written and performed in 1968 for the fund-raising event Poèmes et 
chants de la résistance, following the arrest of  two independentists. It was a second time 
performed at the Montréal Nuit de la poésie in 1970 and in the same year published – with 
an English translation in: Ellipse, 3 (1970) pp. 24–31, and again by l’Hexagone in 1974. 
Translation into English by Albert Herring.
323  ‘Dov’è finit[o] […] il manifesto neoidentitario della città?’
324  It is likely that Covacich refers here to Cosolini’s Programma Amministrativo del candidato 
Sindaco Roberto Cosolini. (Cosolini 2011b). It is not a real manifesto, however, Cosolini 
indeed advocates for ‘la buona qualità della vita’ for all in Trieste, also for the young 
generation. ‘Our “duty” to fulfill is a new season of  economic development to regain the 
energy and strength essential to return great, as Trieste can be an and not only in past 
memories.’ (‘Il nostro “pieno” da fare è una nuova stagione di sviluppo economico per 
ritrovare le energie e la forza indispensabili a ritornare grande, come Trieste può essere 
e non solo nei ricordi passate.’) (ibid., 14-17).
325  ‘Si può realizzare un grande progetto culturale sull’identità della città e tenere in 
così poca considerazione ciò che questa città produce ed esprime?’
326  ‘Trieste è ancora ricca.’
327  ‘Basta non mettersi al centro del mondo.’
328  ‘che MetaCarso fosse il mio romanzo orale, fatto ascoltando le voci degli altri.’
329  ‘La trama è una mappa della questa città – era già pronta, era già pronta la mia 
testa.’ 
330  ‘La nostalgia è non avere patria nel tempo.’ In the endnotes, Covacich (2017b, 
231) remarks: ‘The phrase by William Kentridge cited on the run has been proclaimed 
by megaphone by a South-African actor during the performance that inaugurated 
Triumphs and Laments at 21 April 2016, the work that was realized by the South-
African artist on the bank of  the Tiber in Rome.’ (‘La frase di William Kentridge citata 
in esergo è stata declamata al megafono da un attore durante la performance che il 
21 Aprile 2016 ha inaugurato Triumphs and Laments, l’opera realizzata dall’artista 
sudafricano sull’argine del Tevere a Roma.’) On this work, see: (Sariaslan 2017, 
unpublished article).
331  ‘La lingua è lì a ricordarti che quando sei in casa, sei una straniera a casa tua per un 
triestino.’
332  ‘Di là verso nord si va in Slovenia, ancora più a nord in Austria.’ 
333  ‘ma ormai non serve a nulla scappare.’
334  ‘Ogni frammento di realtà che viene proposto va a costituire un mosaico in cui 
tutti i tasselli hanno uguale rilevanza. Emerge l’idea di un tempo fluido, continuamente 
reversibile, al cui interno si creano connessioni emotive, più che logiche o cronologiche. 
L’effetto immediato è quello di uno spaesamento del lettore, che finisce così per 
ritrovarsi perfettamente in linea con lo spirito dell’autore e con il tema affrontato: è la 
propria ricerca, quella di cui si sta leggendo, il proprio viaggio, la propria identità.’
335  ‘[è] un libro sulla stranietà che una prova verso se stesso.’ 

CHAPTER 4

336  The phrase ‘written on the water’ adapts the epitaph of  the British Romantic poet 
John Keats on his tombstone in Rome: ‘Here lies one whose name was writ in water.’
337  This local reinvention of  nostalgic Habsburg memory dynamics has also led to a 
new type of  literary production, of  which Alessandro Fullin’s Sissi trilogy are maybe 
the best example. The short booklets written in triestino dialect narrate about a fictional 
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history of  princess Sissi living in Trieste’s Miramare castle, experiencing all sorts of  
adventures situated in a fused past-present Trieste (Fullin 2013, 2014, 2015).
338  For a critique on cosmopolitan literature, see (Vermeulen 2013). Vermeulen 
highlights that the field of  literary studies has since the late 1980s ‘increasingly invoked 
“cosmopolitanism” as a label for literature’s – and, by implication, literary studies’ – […] 
claim to continued relevance in a globalized world’. Critique on ‘cosmopolitan labeled’ 
literature is the failure of  this literature to provide any transformation, seeking for a 
need to ‘supplement the novel’s aesthetic performance with a more materially effective 
program’ (Vermeulen 2013, 41, 44).
339  Parts of  this section have been published before in (van Hout 2018b).
340  An in-depth study of  the strategies and city branding of  the publishing houses in 
Trieste, Italy, and Europe within Cold War international geopolitics of  that time does 
not yet exist, however would provide a welcome addition to the first observations made 
by Pizzi.
341  ‘Un motivo di particolare suggestione nasce dal fatto che Magris si cimenta qui 
sovente con materie e aree culturali diverse, dalla piccola patria triestina agli intrighi 
della grande letteratura cosmopolita.’
342  Pizzi lists as example the works of  - but not only – Magris: Danubio (1986) and Un 
altro mare (1991), as well as Dentro de mi Trieste (1993) of  Muiesan and Cecovini’s Per favore 
chiamatemi Von (1976).
343  ‘In questo spericolato tentativo di raggiungere il limite della memoria, sul filo di una 
lieve ironia […], riappare sorridente dall’altra parte del secolo un’infanzia nella Trieste 
degli Anni Venti: domestico giardino incantato che solo pochi privilegiati, ormai, sono 
in grado di riconoscere. Un tempo in cui la vita sembrava un giuoco inventato per noi, 
e la città, affascinante suscitatrice di quotidiane emozioni, era il mondo.’ See also the 
discussion of  this text by Pizzi, in: (Pizzi 2001, 50).
344  Recent enactments of  this Trieste trope are also The mayor’s tongue, by the American 
novelist Nathaniel Rich (2008) and Sonnenschein (2007) of  the Croatian novelist Daša 
Drndić. The latter novel is mainly situated in the border city of  Gorizia, sometimes 
moving to the concentration camp Risiera San Sabba in the outskirts of  Trieste. The 
Italian and English translations of  the book, assign Trieste as mise-en-scene a much 
larger importance than the original, by translating the title into Trieste (2012).
345  An interesting case in point is the initiative of  Trieste Bookfest that first started in 
2016. The initiators explained that Trieste Bookfest is a book festival for readers, ‘because 
Trieste is a city of  readers’ (Ursich and Ribolli 2017). Instead of  a marketing initiative 
of  local publishing houses, this literary festival was initiated by readers for readers 
and explicitly aimed at moving the focus of  reading away from the high-end ‘border-
literature’ which had been the marketing focus of  Triestine publishing houses, by 
raising attention for literature as cartoons, popular music and journalism. Strikingly, 
the professionalization of  the organization also made its 2018 edition (re)turn to the 
‘traditional’ theme of  Trieste as border city, yet in a new fashion, assigning the Trieste 
Bookfest 2018 the theme: ‘The translation passes by borders, stories migrate in the world’ 
(‘La traduzione attraversa i confini, le storie migrano nel mondo’ (Trieste Bookfest 
online).
346  ‹«Accanto alla Trieste austroungarica è sempre esistita un’altra Trieste. Accanto 
alla città dei caffè letterari, della composta amicizia di Svevo e Joyce, c’è sempre stata 
un’altra città, morbida, disinvolta, picaresca, dai connotati quasi carioca. C’è un 
edonismo antico, morale, nei triestini. E anche un vitalismo moderno un po’ easy-going, 
alla californiana. Trieste è una città meridionale, la città più meridionale dell’Europa del 
Nord.» A spasso per vicoli e piazzette, lungo gradinate a picco sul mare, bighellonando 
nella bora che spezza il fiato e pulisce l’aria: con una scrittura guizzante di ironica 
tenerezza, quindici itinerari narrativi svelano e ricompongono il puzzle affettivo e 
affettuoso di una Trieste ricolma di storia, curiosità, contraddizioni.›
347  ‘Se Trieste diventasse un gigantesco museo dedicato agli scrittori.’
348  ‘Macerarsi nella polemica non serve più. Bisogna guardare avanti, credere nel 
progetto di museo letterario diffuso. Smetterla di accontentarsi di tre statue in bronzo e 
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un pugno di targhe seminate in giro per le vie di Trieste.’
349  ‘Vi sembra che basti alla città che ha un posto di prima fila nell’immaginario 
collettivo grazie a capolavori come la «Coscienza di Zeno», l’«Ulisse», il «Canzoniere»?’
350  Francesco Cenetiempo too, director of  the Trieste publishing house Il Ramo D’Oro, 
mentioned this several times in our conversations in February 2017 and May 2018, in 
context to the inheritance of  Anita Pittoni and Virgilio Giotti. Director of  the Musei 
Svevo e Joyce Riccardo Cepach called this phenomenon even a ‘non-dramatic exodus’: 
(Cenetiempo 2017, 2018; Stanese 2016; Curci 2016; Mezzena Lona 2016).
351  ‘grande esploratore ed etnologo Sir Richard Francis Burton, l’archeologo Johann 
Joachim Winkelmann e […] Rainer Maria Rilke.’
352  Of  these three, Rainer Maria Rilke has indeed named a walking trail after him: 
the Rilke Trail that is a by the FVG tourist board promoted tourist hike trail of  2 km, 
connecting Sistiana with Duino, along the Karst with a view over the sea. Burton is 
mentioned at the FVG’s tourist maps under the section ‘Trieste literary tours’, yet 
there is no actual tour or memory place connected to the description of  the poet 
(PromoTurismo FVG, n.d.b).
353  ‘un prestigioso studioso di italianistica come Harald Hendrix, docente all’Università 
di Utrecht.’
354  ‘materializzare il legame fra la città e il suo patrimonio letterario.’
355  ‘Ma come da raccontare Trieste in base al suo patrimonio letterario.’
356  ‘in un mondo che inesorabilmente si evolve verso un’omologazione globale che 
proprio per quel motivo sente il bisogno di conoscere e rilevare le proprie radici.’
357  Especially – but not only - in the work of  Italo Svevo does the Giardino Pubblico 
appear as recognizable urban geography. In a similar manner, the Giardino Pubblico is 
described by Claudio Magris in one of  his chapters of  Microcosmi (1999 [1997], 233-
68). Although the fact that Trieste officially knows many ‘public parks’, triestini always 
know that the Giardino Pubblico refers to the Giardino Pubblico Muzio de Tommasini.
358  For a documented overview of  the statues and sculptures in the Giardino Pubblico, 
see the following catalogue: (Spazzali and Todero, n.d.).
359  The Trieste sculptor Nino Spagnoli created many bronze works for the city of  
Trieste, his most well-known are probably the Fontana dei putti at piazzale Rosmini (1951), 
the Fontana di Pinocchio in the park of  Villa Revoltella (1955), the Piccola Leda fountain 
in the Giardino Pubblico (1956). His most recent work is La mula de Trieste (2005, along 
the coastline of  Barcola. Spagnoli lived and worked for years in Caracas, Venezuela. 
During his carrier he was also one of  the most frequently asked sculptors of  Trieste for 
restauration of  existing statues and monuments, such as the Fontana dei Quattro Continenti 
at Piazza dell’Unità. Spagnoli’s work is characterized by a realist style, situating his 
works often in public space.
360  ‘Sarebbe quanto meno doveroso, Signor Sindaco, oggi, rispettare la volontà dei 
sottoscrittori di allora, generosi concittadini, che partecipando intendevano sostenere 
che la immagine bronzea venisse collocata nel Giardino pubblico dove sono i busti delle 
persone care alla memoria dei triestini.’ (“Letter of  a city councilor to the Mayor on the 
replacement of  the statue of  Silvio Benco,” (8 September 1984), Fondo Archivio Nino 
Spagnoli, Archivio di Stato di Trieste (ASTS), b. 3, fascc. 3/3.)
361  “Fragments of  Triestine and Italian newspapers reporting on the Benco bust,” 
(January 1950 and March 1951), Fondo Archivio Nino Spagnoli, Archivio di Stato di 
Trieste (ASTS), b. 3, fascc. 3/5.
362 “‘Letter of  invitation of  mayor Richetti to Nino Spagnoli for presentation of  the 
Benco bust, with press statement,” (11 January 1985), Fondo Archivio Nino Spagnoli, 
Archivio di Stato di Trieste (ASTS), b. 3, fascc. 3/3; “Letter of  confirmation of  the 
replacement from mayor Richetti to the president of  the Circolo G. Tombesi,” (24 
November 1984), Fondo Archivio Nino Spagnoli, Archivio di Stato di Trieste (ASTS), b. 
3, fascc. 3/3.
363  “Letter of  Marino Benussi (Rotary Club Trieste) to Nino Spagnoli,” (23 July 1993), 
Fondo Archivio Nino Spagnoli, Archivio di Stato di Trieste (ASTS), b. 3, fascc. 3/3; 
“La scultura donata alla Biblioteca dal Rotary. Busto di Benco alla Civica. Il Piccolo,” 
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31 May 1993, Fondo Archivio Nino Spagnoli, Archivio di Stato di Trieste (ASTS), b. 3, 
fascc. 3/5.
364  In line with this renewed city branding from 1993 onwards, also the Giardino 
Pubblico is in the 1990s expanded with a number of  new busts of  both Slovenian and 
Italian patriots and cultural figures (Spazzali and Todero, without year).
365 ‘ AVEVO UNA CITTÀ BELLA TRA I MONTI ROCCIOSI E IL MARE 
LUMINOSO.’
366  As a Jew, Saba had to flew in 1938 for the racial laws from Trieste.
367  Also the author of  Trieste: una città senza monumenti confesses an attempt to 
replacement of  the pipe: (Sancin 2009, 147).
368  ‘LA MIA ANIMA È A TRIESTE.’
369  ‘LA VITA NON È NÉ BRUTTA NÉ BELLA, MA È ORIGINALE!’
370  The Svevo Virtual Tour also makes notice of  vandalism of  the bronze bust that 
was placed in the Giardino Pubblico in 1931. In 1939, the text of  the tour notices, that 
the bust was taken from its pedestal. The text of  the tour also reports that after the 
inauguration in 1931, the fascist newspapers Il Popolo d’Italia and La Tribuna of  27 April 
1931 commented that it was a ‘useless bust’ and the writer’s fame was only based on 
being Jew (Museo Sveviano Online, n.d.).
371  This term would end in June 1998. Three years after the death of  Svevo’s daughter, 
the notary had to remind the municipality to its donated patrimony, otherwise the 
patrimony would be assigned to Marina Cobal Zennaro, who was the director of  the 
Svevo collection (“Announcement to sign. Urbani and Ufficio Contratti on the Lascito 
Svevo,” [1996], fondo Museo Sveviano/legato Letizia Svevo Fondo Savio, Biblioteca 
Civica Attilio Hortis). The director of  the municipality’s cultural department, who 
internally reminded her colleague of  the Civico Museo Revoltella, wrote about the 
meaning of  the patrimony: ‘In the undersigned’s opinion, the non-acceptance (or 
breach of  honour) would cause serious damage to the Municipality of  Trieste and to 
the entire city, which would lose the opportunity to conserve a very important cultural 
and artistic heritage, which belonged to one of  its illustrious citizens.’ (‘A parere dello 
scrivente la mancata accettazione (o l’inadempimento dell’onore) arrecherebbe un 
danno grave al Comune di Trieste ed all’intera città, che perderebbe l’occassione di 
conservare un patrimonio culturale ed artistico importantissimo, appartenuto ad un 
suo illustre cittadino.’) (“Letter of  dott.sa Giuliani Cicognani to dott.sa Maria Masau 
Dan on the Legato della signora Letizia Svevo Fonda-Savio,” (August 14, 1996), fondo 
Museo Sveviano/ Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio, Biblioteca Civica Attilio Hortis). The 
director requested a quick official notification of  the acceptance of  the donation, 
which eventually followed four months later (“Letter of  Maria Masau Dan to Giuliani 
Cicognani et al. on the Legato della Signora Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio,” (September 
9, 1996) fondo Museo Sveviano/ Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio, Biblioteca Civica Attilio 
Hortis).
372  (“Letter of  Maria Masau Dan to Giuliani Cicognani et al. on the Legato della 
Signora Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio,” (September 9, 1996) fondo Museo Sveviano/ 
Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio, Biblioteca Civica Attilio Hortis).
373  (“Memo of  director Anna Rosa Rugliano about the Museo Sveviano. Circolare 
Interna, Biblioteca Civica,” (May 2, 1997), fondo Museo Sveviano/ Letizia Svevo 
Fonda Savio, Biblioteca Civica Attilio Hortis). For a timeline of  the establishment of  the 
museum, see the overview made by the Municipality and the Museo Sveviano: (“Museo 
Sveviano- Atti del Comune di Trieste per l’acquisizione delle carte autografe di Italo 
Svevo,” (1997), fondo Museo Sveviano/ Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio, Biblioteca Civica 
Attilio Hortis).
374  On the equipment and main exhibition in the 1997 Museo Sveviano, see: (“Guida 
al Museo Sveviano,” [1997], fondo Museo Sveviano/ Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio, 
Biblioteca Civica Attilio Hortis; “Hand drawing of  the interior of  the Museo Sveviano,” 
(1997), fondo Museo Sveviano/ Letizia Svevo Fonda Savio, Biblioteca Civica Attilio 
Hortis).
375  See in particular the presentation of  the ‘museum’s history’ at the (Museo Joyce 
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Online, n.d.b).
376  The itinerary tour of  Joyce’s Trieste has also been published in a booklet by Renzo 
Crivelli, who made a plea for turning Trieste into an open-air museum: (Crivelli 1996).
377  The app was the result of  the project La Città di Carta: Museo virtuale della letteratura 
triestina. It consisted of  a virtual tour as well as of  a digital archive using data mining and 
text analysis (Virtual Museum Online, n.d.a). 
378  ‘Se entri una struttura che si presenta come Joyce Museum e quindi dentro non 
si trova niente – ci sono io. Pensano [i turisti] che sia un ufficio. Questo è il Joyce 
Museum.’
379  ‘struttura ricca di informazioni da cui puoi partire per le tue esplorazioni.’
380  ‘Comunque il punto di incontro del turismo internazionale interessato nel mito 
letterario funziona […].’ ‘la letteratura è un ottimo veicolo per lo studio dell’identità 
triestina.’
381  ‘[g]li occhiali di Joyce sono un’ottimo metafora perché attraverso di lui si vedi 
direttamente questo, vedi qui la realtà cosmopolita, un’identità molto metica, molto 
varia. Che esisteva alla volta e ora molto meno.’
382  ‘Letteratura può fare questo: Cioè mostra la rappresentazione della complessità. 
Gli scrittori sono quelli che sono più universi degli altri - non tutti - ci sono scittori 
assolutamente chauvanisti. (...) Però chiaramente tutti con le loro esistenze con i 
colori punto di vista. La letteratura può rappresentare la complessità, ma attraverso 
una metafora incomprensibile che è la narrazione. […] Quindi il museo dev’essere 
strutturato come un percorso - all’interno hai questa rappresentazione plurale. Se questa 
cosa diventa un’identità percepita dall’esterno, non hai più bisogno far niente. Non 
abbiamo più bisogno di diventare qualcosa che non c’è. Possiamo restare frantumatico. 
[…] Perché c’è un luogo, una narrazione che racconta fundamentalmente questo.’

CHAPTER 5

383  The research project Rijeka in Flux: Borders and Urban Change after World War II, led 
by Brigitte Le Normand and Jon Corbett (University of  British Columbia, Canada) is 
currently investigating the urban spatial dynamics in this highly understudied period 
of  Rijeka’s history. An important contribution to the knowledge about the changes in 
Yugoslav Rijeka during the 1940s and 1950s is also delivered by Marco Abram, in: 
(Abram 2017).
384  For a discussion on the variety of  meanings, interpretations, and practices of  the 
Brotherhood and Unity concept, see: (Haug 2012; Gabrič 2004).
385  Historians have found relative consensus in the explanation that the violent 
break-up of  Yugoslavia was a confluence between a conflict on the succession of  Tito, 
economic crisis, and the crisis of  the federal system. Another important discussion 
concerned the issue of  responsibility in the violent conflict of  the 1990s. For an overview 
of  the debates and literature, see: (Tromp 2002).
386  See also, for example, the choice for the ‘key issues and controversies’ in the 
Routledge volume New perspectives on Yugoslavia by Dejan Kjokić (2011).
387  The new left has to be explicitly distinguished from the ‘old communist left’ and the 
‘established post-socialist left’.
388  For an insightful collection of  studies on the question how socialism transformed 
the ‘socialist state’, as well as a fascinating in situ observation in 1996 on what the end of  
socialism could might mean for these cities, see the volume Cities after socialism (Andrusz, 
Harloe and Szelenyi 1996).
389  ‘Ovakva strategija, koja se otvoreno temelji na pozicioniranju Rijeke kao 
međunarodnog kulturnog centra, uz jačanje infrastrukturnih kapaciteta kroz urbanu 
obnovu pokreče istovremeno još jedan proces koji možemo nazvati jačanje kulturnog 
identiteta ili brendiranje grada.’
390  ‘temelji se na poštivanju slobode umjetničkog stvaralaštva i na vrijednostima 
tolerancije, dijaloga i suradnje.’
391  ‘Sastavni dio toga imidža jest predodžba mediteranskog grada koji je svojom 
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povijesnom tradicijom usko vezan uz srednjoeuropski kulturno-civilizacijski krug.’
392  ‘Kulturni identitet Rijeke utemeljen je i na multikulturalnosti i multietničnosti. 
Različite nacionalne kulture tijekom povijesti ostavile su prepoznatljive tragove 
kako u arhitekturi, tako i u specifičnom riječkom mentalitetu. U tom kontekstu, 
jačanje kulturnih veza i suradnje s gradovima iz Jugoistočne Europe pridonosi većoj 
prepoznatljivosti Rijeke kao kozmopolitskog grada, otvorenog za različite kulturne 
utjecaje.’
393  For the 2015 first draft bid book, see: (Working group 2015). On the changes 
made in the second bid book, see also the interview with two of  the members of  the 
conceptual team of  the bid book Kristian Benic (2016) and Chris Torch (2016).
394  For an insightful discussion on the discourse of  potential empowerment and 
disempowerment of  UNESCO intangible cultural heritage instruments, see: (Beardslee 
2016).
395  For a broader discussion of  Frljić’s theater plays and the responses these provoked in 
Croatia, also by the Croatian president and minister of  culture, see (besides of  my own 
interview) the interviews by Duška Radosavljević (2017) and Michael Isenberg (2016).

CHAPTER 6

396  Much of  this chapter has appeared as a separate article (van Hout 2018a).
397  The dialogues from L’Ultima Spiaggia cited in this chapter are the official English 
subtitles translated by Andrea Zhok, David Woodward and Sara Cortese.
398  The elusiveness of  the beach has been the subject of  only a handful of  scholarly 
work (Lenček and Bosker 1999; Urbain [1994] 2003; Bonner et al. 2001; Shields 
[1991] 2002). Existing scholarship on beaches characterizes beaches as utopian places 
of  pleasure, liminal spaces that are ‘more ordinary, everyday, tacky, familiar, mixed’, 
where ‘boundaries are less pure’ (Bonner et al. 2001, 270) and where nudity enables 
the appearance of  a ‘haptic’ contact zone (Obrador-Pons 2007; Minca 2010; Barcan 
2001; Bell and Holliday 2000) – turning the beach into public spaces of  encounter with 
otherness.
399  An interesting development that remains however out of  the scope of  this chapter, 
yet is remarkable for its wider re-marketing of  Trieste’s historical coffee houses, 
is Trieste’s coffee tradition which has recently been brought to the fore by several 
associations around the tourist promotion board PromoTurismo FVG (Joseph, Assocaffe 
Trieste and Trieste Coffee Festival). Visitors of  the city can for instance walk a guided 
Trieste Coffee Tour, or for a small fee buy a coffee card that can be stamped at six of  the 
‘official’ historical cafes.
400  ‘La lingua ha attraversato questi spazi nella forma della letteratura.’
401  For an explanation of  and discussion on the symbolism of  the decorations at the 
cafe’s wall, see: (Da Nova Erne 2014).
402  ‘Claudio Magris e Fulvio Tomizza, simboli di quella cultura triestina che nel Caffè 
San Marco ha conosciuto alcune delle tappe più signicative.’
403  ‘patrimonio storico-artistico della città di Trieste noto a livello internazionale.’
404  The author Giorgio Voghera emphasized, for instance, an in his eyes new 
development in 1994: ‘Today I visit this cafe because I see a joy in studying those many 
young triestini, who prefer the silence that these mighty walls succeed to preserve from 
the noise in the city, to read their books while diving in their meditations. And this is a 
habit […] which in the old days did not exist, […] but today all has changed.’ (‘Ancora 
oggi vengo in questo caffè perché rivedo la gioia nello studio di tanti giovani triestini, che 
preferiscono la quiete che queste possenti mura riescono a preservare dal frastuono della 
città, per leggere I loro libri tuffarsi nelle loro meditazioni. Ed è questa un’abitudine […] 
che nei tempi andati non c’era, […] ma oggi tutto è cambiato.’ (Salvini 1994b, 14). 
405  Loriana Ursich is also one of  the initiators of  Triest Bookfest, a book festival 
organized since 2015 and which focuses on reading and readers, rather than on writers.
406  ‘[Con il mio padre] abbiamo aperto il questo Caffè San Marco. L’abbiamo fatto 
all’incontrario di quello che si fa nei tempi moderni, diciamo. Di aprire un bar nelle 



402

librerie. Noi abbiamo aperto invece una libreria in un grande caffè storico. Che era 
chiuso perché nessuno voleva, era troppo difficile. Perché c’è la questa parola ‘letterario’, 
no? C’è tipo caffè letterario, quindi. Questo mestiere… non si consiglia sempre con la 
letteratura.’
407  ‘Caffè San Marco è una religione sacra, non c’era niente da raggiungere. La libreria 
in realtà ha ridato quello che era l’origine del San Marco. San Marco è sempre stato 
comunque un ritrovo di persone di cultura, un luogo multiculturale – esistevano 4 o 5 
quotidiani diversi sotto l’impero Austro-Ungarico.’
408  ‘salotto […] nel senso, come prolungamento del proprio spazio personale.’/
‘L’immagine del caffè letterario è molto importante per Caffè San Marco, secondo me. 
È ormai diventata con questa nuova gestione una parte integrante. E fa parte delle sue 
caratteristiche. Penso che togliere o cambiare qualcosa, cambierebbe di nuovo la vita del 
caffè. È un caffè letterraria, perché c’è un posto dove le persone si ritrovano, comunque 
parlano di libri da noi. Comunque si ritrovano persone che fanno cultura, che si 
occupano... Quello è da questo punto di vista sicuramente. Ma è oggettivamente una 
sua caratteristica. Non è che ci inventiamo nulla. È un elemento importante, così come 
importante - una cucina raffinata e particolare. Quella che fa la pasticceria, fatta ogni 
giorno dalla nostra pasticciera. Sono tutti elementi che danno vita al caffè. E ormai sono 
tutti importanti alla stessa maniera.’
409  ‘un turismo medio-alto. Perché siamo vicino alla sinagoga, quindi i turisti che 
viene fino da noi è una turista colto, curioso. Se non, c’è un’altra parte di turismo che 
si ferme intorno alla piazza [Unità] […]. C’è un gruppo di clientela che si rinnova ogni 
settimana. […] Non ci diventa un corner turistico, ma è vissuto come una vera proprio 
libreria.’
410  ‘Fanno prodotti di altissimi qualità ma con un mercato limitato che da noi trova un 
cliente adatto.’
411  ‘Esattamente questo. […]  È un caffè… io lo chiamo un caffè europeo. Adesso mi 
spiego la mia visione sui caffè. Un caffè ha molteplici aspetti, come sostanza, e come uso 
sociale, come spazio. […] Vengono moltissimi letterati, vengono registi, vengono artisti, 
politici. E la gente comune, gli insegnanti, vengono … un posto dove si confronta colle 
persone. Noi ad esempio, il caffé solo facciamo da noi. Non abbiamo nessuna marca sul 
caffé, siamo noi la nostra marca. Noi abbiamo la nostra marca. Se tu bevi un caffe al 
banco, è un caffé San Marco, non è Illy, non è Hausbrandt, non è Segafredo... Facciamo 
tutto noi, siamo un pò autarchici.’
412  An interesting variety on this renewed critical discussion of  Trieste’s supposed 
cosmopolitan attitude at alternative places of  urban encounter as well as about 
alternative urban pasts is the work of  the young Triestine film director Massimiliano 
Milič, producer of, among other short films, Drago (2015) and La Pizzeria (2016). The 
documentary La Pizzeria narrates about a pizzeria in the Triestine neighborhood Borgo 
San Sergio, a place that has a mixed migrant (old and new) community. Situating its 
mise-en-scene inside the pizzeria, the place starts to function as a microcosm of  the 
contemporary multicultural city that Trieste pretends to be. The filmic intervention in 
this from the outside multicultural place of  urban encounter, forms, however a critique 
on the cosmopolitan attitude that many triestini take for granted and shows how residents 
have to deal with the difficulties of  the city’s past and present. On the cosmopolitan 
practice at the pizzeria, Milič explained during our interview: ‘Borgo San Sergio is 
a neighborhood where Istriani from 50 years ago lived, but also new migrants. The 
neighborhood is a mix. At this pizzeria, the capo was from Salerno. Its two managers 
were one Slovenian, and one from Napels/Calabria. The cleaning lady was Serbian. 
The customers were Romanian, Triestini and Italians. The managers are racist. But 
publicly they were very friendly to immigrants. For example, the same problem is with 
the use of  ‘sciavo’. The managers use it ‘come chiacchierare al bar’, but they are not 
aware of  the meaning of  the term. The triestino culture, and Italian culture as well is a 
bit racist in this’ (Milič 2017).
413  Examples of  such renewed attention for the osmize can be found by Diego Manna 
with his L’Osmiza sul Mare (2016), Mauro Covacich dedicating a chapter on the osmiza in 
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Trieste Sottosopra (2006), and the regular discussions and announcements of  the osmize at 
the online young Triestine platform Bora.La. 
414  An often-mentioned phrase in the city is that the various beaches of  Trieste would 
all attract a different ‘human type’. ‘Every triestino knows instinctively to recognize 
his beach’ (Manzon 2015, 7). Trieste’s writers often represent these beaches as seas, 
referring to the wider horizons that these coastal urban places stand for. A noteworthy 
example is the volume I mari di Trieste (Manzon 2015).
415  ‘è il suo mare, più di ogni altra città italiana, forse europea.’
416  ‘il mare a Trieste è poco mare, è una specie di un lago salato, senza onde.’
417  ‘laboratorio del disagio e dell’analisi del disagio della civilta.’ The idea of  a 
‘Mitteleuropean spirit’ refers to a particular European historical moment of  multi-ethnic 
empires – a concept subject to wide academic debate and critique. For Trieste, the 
memory of  being the main and flourishing port of  the Habsburg Empire functions as a 
cosmopolitan myth that would condition the city’s ethnic, linguistic and cultural diversity 
and tolerance. Among many others, for an insightful and up-to-date critique of  the 
Habsburg historiography, see: (Stergar 2018).
418  ‘Ho sempre avuto una grande confidenza con il mare, una grande confidenza nel 
mare.  È sempre stato per me uno spazio aperto, uno slancio d’aria pura.’
419  ‘l’orizzonte sconfinato che sembra preludere ad altri, più grande mari e oceani.’
420  ‘Il mare come […] simbolo dell’unità della vita ma come lacerazioni, naufragi, le 
tragedie: misterioso sereno; simbolo di nostalgia e di appagamento.’
421  While the sea and its shores were until the eighteenth century mainly subjects of  
unknown horizons, fear and mythical catastrophe, from the Enlightenment onwards, the 
seaside was increasingly discovered as a place of  pleasure and relaxation (Corbin 1994; 
Löfgren 1999).
422  ‘Da quando erano bambini questi ragazzi sono stati educati al culto del sole, del 
mare, della bora.’
423  Del Degan’s oeuvre mainly exists of  short fiction films, Anastopoulos’ earlier work 
can be characterized as realistic fiction about social issues in Greek society. Romeo acted 
as producer of  the film and works for the Trieste Film Festival for many years.
424  The conversation between the two friends shows a striking similarity with the 
conversation between Leopold Bloom and John Wyse in James Joyce’s Ulysses (1936):
- But do you know what a nation means? says John Wyse.
- Yes, says Bloom.
- What is it? says John Wyse.
- A nation? says Bloom. A nation is the same people living in the same place. 
(Joyce [1936] 1993, episode 12, 1419-1423). 
425  ‘in quanto non amo le segregazioni.’
426  ‘Qui, dove le triestine per prime hanno conquistato il diritto a prendere il sole, non 
c’è cruccio ad apparire; e ora è anche un lembo d’accoglienza per le musulmane. La 
libertà non è un beneficio della cultura: era più grande prima di qualsiasi cultura, e ha 
subito restrizioni con l’evolversi della civiltà.’
427  Viva là e po bon is a local well-known triestine motto (xè questo el moto triestin) and 
although there exist many versions of  its narrative of  origin, along with discussions 
about whether là or l’A was the initial version, the saying was probably in use from the 
First World War onwards. It became especially well-known following the 1949 song 
‘Viva là e po bon’ composed by Gigi Borsatto, which has inspired various remakes right 
up to today. The subtitles of  L’Ultima Spiaggia, both in Italian and English, write the 
motto in the là version.

CHAPTER 7

428  The website of  Rijeka’s municipality on the cultural heritage to be renovated, 
resonates for instance that ‘The historic importance of  the ship “Galeb” extends 
international borders, because it is precisely on its deck where the Non-Aligned 
movement was initiated.’ (‘Povijesna važnost broda “Galeb” proteže se u međunarodne 
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okvire jer je upravo na njegovoj palubi začet pokret nesvrstanih’). (Grad Rijeka Online, 
n.d.a). See also: (Surk 2017).
Whether this narrative is true or not, most probably the Galeb shipped Tito to the 
various meetings of  the Non-Aligned movement all over the world: (Jakovina, n.d.).
429  The successful 2016 docu-fiction film Houston, we have a problem/ Houston, imamo 
problem by Slovenian filmmaker Žiga Virc has only strengthened the imaginaries around 
the Galeb ship. The film narrates about the myth of  the Yugoslav space program, in 
which the Galeb should have played a key role as the ship with which Tito secretly 
smuggled the components of  the space program out of  Yugoslavia - via Morocco to 
the US - during a state visit to the Moroccan king. For a discussion of  the imaginaries 
on which the film is based, see the interview with the film director in Novi List: (Mandić 
2016).
430  As mentioned for instance by one of  the architectural researchers working on the 
ship, Kristina Pandža, in a presentation she gave on 12 July 2019, part of  the conference 
Cities and regions in flux after border change. (Pandža 2019).
431  For a recent overview of  the discussions around the ever-increasing costs by the city 
of  Rijeka and struggle of  finding the right company to in renovate the Galeb, see the 
article by Biljana Savić in Novi List: (Savić 2019). 
432  This dynamic also relates to insights from scholarship on Yugo-nostalgia, which 
emphasizes that ‘nostalgia for socialism in fact does not relate exclusively and precisely 
to past times, regimes, values, relations, and so on as such, but it embodies a utopian 
hope that there must be a society that is better than the current one’ (Velikonja 2009, 
548).
433  This short biography of  Rikard Benčić draws on Scotti and Giuricin (1979, 303, 
note 30). They refer to an obituary in the local Rijekan newspaper La Voce del Popolo of  9 
November 1945, which announced the death of  the partisan Riccardo Bencic and the 
fact that ‘in memory of  this fallen fighter, his name was given to one of  Rijeka’s most 
important factories, “Factory Rikard Benčić”.’ (‘U spomen ovog palog borca, njegovo je 
ime dato jednoj od najvažnijih riječkih tvornica, »Tvornici Rikard Benčić«‘).
434  Rijeka’s Museum of  Modern and Contemporary Art (MMSU) was established as 
small gallery in 1948 and was since then situated in a building at the Dolac, where it 
shared a small space with the University Library. In need of  a larger space the museum 
was offered to move to the Benčić site where it would receive a building for itself, with 
enough exhibition space and storage. Also the other institutions were initially situated in 
the city center: the City Library had various locations around the Korzo, and the City 
Museum was situated in a building in the Museum Park.
435  Recently in 2019, the municipality announced the future plans for the renovated 
Sugar Refinery Palace, promising that the palace hosting a bookshop, a café/patisserie 
and tourist office. Rijeka’s City Museum will host a permanent exhibition too, telling 
‘the story of  Rijeka’s history and culture to the visitors’. The announcement on the 
Rijeka2020 website cites the report of  the City Museum: ‘The first torpedo in the world, 
the Naval Academy, Rijeka as an immigration port, the history of  the city theater, the 
skyscrapers in Rijeka, shipbuilding, music, rock in Rijeka, the history of  large companies 
in Rijeka – the Paper Factory, the Tobacco Factory… are just a few of  the topics that 
will be presented in a detailed and interesting way through the items from the museum 
collection, various artefacts and photographs exhibited in over 30 rooms on two floors 
of  the soon-to-be City Museum in the former Sugar Refinery Palace’ (Rijeka 2020 
Online 2019b; Rijeka Heritage Online, n.d.; Hrvatski Restauratorski Zavod, n.d.).
436  On the visions behind and progress of  the renovations of  the complex, see the 
‘Infrastructure’ reports on the Rijeka2020 website: (Rijeka 2020 Online 2019a).
437  Indeed, Salamon addressed in our interview a wider discussion on the place of  the 
museum in the contemporary society’s cultural life. In the socialist past, she argued, the 
people (most probably she refers here to the Rijekans) were more common to visit the 
museum. The museum was the place to see paintings, or a drawing or performance. 
From the 1990s, the contemporary art world underwent an important change, in which 
new media installations became part of  museum’s art collections. Salamon suggests 
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that the audience, neither young nor old, visit such exhibitions: ‘There was a tradition 
in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s… you can see in our archive and the documentation 
department, that it was very common that people went to the museum. Today it is really 
a lack of  people. These older people don’t come really, because it is too much new media 
- somehow they lost the connection to art. This is global also a problem. Young people 
are more connected to internet. They don’t need a museum. And this is a paradox: 
we are too slow, although we want to be contemporary. This institution is a little bit 
problematic for contemporary life. Those who are too old they don’t really perceive as 
important this contemporary photography and so on - they want to see paintings, still, 
which is a classical, traditional medium. That’s why we want to work on place-making in 
Bencic, in the new space. That’s why we want to go in the public space, to attract people’ 
(Salamon 2017). Also, she addressed the development of  ‘ideological engaged art’ in 
south-east Europe, that developed in the 1990s under influence of  western-European 
art and cultural subsidies after the Yugoslav wars. In context to the changed meaning of  
the art in the society, Salamon remarks that this politically engaged art serves a western 
European art market and does not necessarily connect local citizens to art.
438  Mustapić was trained first at the University of  Rijeka and in 1998 left the city, 
first for four years in Venice, then to the University in Iowa. When returning to her 
hometown in 2006, many things had changed, but also much had remained the same. 
In our interview, she remarks about her return: ‘I was also trying to figure out the 
reality of  this transition. And how much it is different from the reality immediately after 
the war – that 90s reality that I had left […] when I left Rijeka and Croatia. And that 
also was time of  transition, but it didn’t have that name yet’ (Mustapić 2017). From 
1996 Mustapić and Lukanović were both active in Škola mira (‘School of  Peace’, an 
education program around the memories and records of  the Croatian homeland war, 
nowadays situated in Vukovar), which was a peace program through arts. Lukanović 
works since the 1990s in the cultural sector of  Croatia, active in NGOs such as Škola 
Mira. He left Rijeka in the late 1990s to study in Bologna, to return to Rijeka in 2001. 
He worked since in the culture, film, and theater sector in Rijeka and Croatia, finding 
the educational film platform Filmaktiv – founded from the motif  that what you do with 
your film can have an impact in your society and make social change (Lukanović 2017).
439  Mustapić writes on her website that ‘her approach is based on audio-visual 
documentarism that focuses on abstracting, fragmenting and constructing poetic 
narratives, considering therefore documentarism an expandable category. She also often 
employs fictional elements as well as psychogeography to trigger changes in the viewers’ 
perception of  a place in time. The non-linear narratives constructed around places that 
evoke contingent conditions, states of  being or meanings get translated into immersive 
spatial video/audio installations’ (Mustapić n.d.). Other video installations of  her hand 
that deal with workers’ experiences of  stagnation in relation to abandoned places in 
Rijeka are, among many others, Waiting for People, Machines and the City (2015), Moment of  
Silence (2013), An Afternoon without Gravity (2010/2011), and Rent a Delta (2009).
440  Lukanović’s films are about buildings and places where people don’t exactly know 
what is going on or what the stories and narratives are behind these urban places 
(Lukanović 2017). Examples are Pijana Ulica (‘Drunken Alley’, 2017), Delta - obilje 
umjetnosti (‘Delta - an affluence of  art’, 2015), and The Waiting Point (2013, with Maša 
Drndić).
441  The film makers found these people by coincidence, hearing them speaking about 
the factory when passing by the site by public bus, and furthermore through a snowball 
method (Mustapić 2017; Lukanović 2017).
442  ‘Everyday convivial encounters often mark […] a culture of  tolerance which leaves 
the issue of  our multiple and intersecting identities (including generational differences) 
– specifically, the identifications through which these encounters are approached and 
the differential capacity of  particular voices to participate – unaddressed, as well as the 
question of  who has the power to tolerate.’
443  See also the recent discussions with a similar tone in May 2017 between the 
Serbian National Council (SNV) and the Port of  Rijeka, in which the SNV asked for the 
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numbers of  Serbian workers in Croatian companies, among which the Jadrolinija and 
the Port of  Rijeka. Rijekan companies did not want to provide these numbers, they ‘did 
not want to count blood cells’, so the local newspaper Novi List reported: (Frank 2017). 
444  For an extensive description of  the Theater’s interior and architecture, see: (Palinić 
2016, 189-244) and the documentary Kazalište, po riječki / Theater, Our Way / Teatro alla 
fiumana by Marin Lukanović (2010/2011).
445  For a discussion on the many theaters in Rijeka, as well as those which functioned 
as summer theaters and dopolavori, see: (Palinić 2016).
446  ‘il Verdi non fece che continuare la splendida e gloriosa tradizione italiana d’arte 
e di patria del Civico confermando la fede e la speranza dei fiumani.’ Susmel’s book, 
published a year after the death of  Gabriele D’Annunzio, also commemorates the 
various discourses by both D’Annunzio and Mussolini held at this theater, as well as 
the plays attended by them. By doing so, Susmel writes the theater into the Fascist 
genealogy: (Susmel 1939, 164 – 170).
447  For a broader discussion of  Frljić’s theater plays and the responses these provoked in 
Croatia, also by the Croatian president and minister of  culture, see (besides of  my own 
interview) the interviews by Duška Radosavljević (2017) and Michael Isenberg (2016).
448  The Facebook page Otkaz Frljiću i Blaževiću has been deleted, yet several of  the 
public posts have been copied to the website of  the Theater. A selection: 
‘Željko Winter Kranjčević: Rijeka Fascist nights? Fascist Midsummer Nights? Rijeka 
summer Fascists? Fascists in Rijeka at night? Fascists of  all countries, come to Rijeka, yet 
here you will find a year of  free advertising.
Vedrana Spadoni Štefanić: masturbating to pregnancy!
Davor Lisac: The arrived advanced and tolerant “director” and “artist” teaches 
tolerance and coexistence to the Rijekan Fascists and skvadriste as if  they would at least 
each day kill one national or sexual maniac.
Snježana Banović: Spectacle! 
Davor Lisac: I think that the famous Nazi propaganda minister and national Enlighter 
Goebbels has just got competition in the form of  two intimidating maniacs in 
propagating Fascism and its derivatives.
Aljoša Babić: […]  I think that this performance should be shown at all Rijeka 
primary and secondary schools as part of  lectures on totalitarianism, clientelism and 
confrontation with opponents. It would be instructive.’ (HNK Ivana Pl. Zajca 2015).
449  Frljić refers here to Hannah Arendt’s essay: (Arendt 1987, 43-50).

CONCLUSION

450  Key works include, in relation to Trieste: (Apih [1988] 2015; Ara and Magris 
[1982] 2007; Cattaruzza 1995; Kirchner Reill 2012; Klabjan 2019; Hametz 2005; 
Sapelli 1990; Sluga 2001; and Valdevit 2004). In relation to Rijeka, they include: 
(Abram 2017; D’Alessio 2019; Fried [2001] 2005; Jeličić 2015/2016; Klinger 2007; 
Pupo 2018; Žic 2007).
451  Most historical studies that closely engage with the history of  autonomy in Rijeka 
or Trieste in one way or another end with the establishment of  nation-states. This, 
they suppose, is when the cities lost the autonomous status that they had enjoyed in the 
Empire. For the case of  Rijeka, see, for example: (Jeličić 2015/2016 and Klinger 2007). 
For Trieste: (Cattaruzza 1995 and Kirchner Reill 2012). Other studies, which discuss 
the experiences of  both cities in the context of  various geo-political developments over 
the course of  the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, do refer to that same moment at 
which urban political autonomy was lost. On Rijeka, see, for example: (D’Alessio 2019; 
Pupo 2018; and Žic 2007). For Trieste: (Apih [1988] 2015; Sapelli 1990; Valdevit 2004). 
Both bodies of  literature agree that political autonomy existed in free states under the 
Habsburg Empire. For a critical discussion, see: (Hametz 2005 and Sluga 2001).
452  A critical discussion of  the emergence and politics of  regionalist movements in the 
region is offered by: (Ballinger [2014] 2017; Cocco 2002; and Frykman 2003, 118).
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453  Indeed, most of  the regionalist movements in the Adriatic borderland, along with 
regionalists from all parts of  Europe, are united in the European Free Alliance, which 
represents them in the European Parliament. For its manifesto, see: (European Free 
Alliance 2019).
454  A case in point is the visibility of  the Movimento Trieste Libera, which intervened 
in Trieste’s public space with a building-wide banner reading: ‘Welcome to the Free 
Territory of  Trieste. Allies come back!’ For years now, this banner has hung over one of  
Trieste’s main squares, the Piazza della Borsa, in front of  the stock building: the same 
square, that is, that has hosted the statue of  D’Annunzio since 2019.
455  The 2016 Urban Agenda for the EU, also known as the ‘Pact of  Amsterdam,’ is a 
case in point. It was written upon the invitation of  the Netherlands Presidency of  the 
Council of  the European Union and agreed in May 2016 in Amsterdam at an informal 
meeting of  EU ministers responsible for urban matters. The agenda prioritized twelve 
themes considered key for the development of  urban regions, indeed situating cities 
as leading actors on questions of  climate change and energy transitions; migration 
management; diversity and cohabitation; as well as security (NL-EU 2016). 
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Rediscovering Cityness 
in the Adriatic Borderland.

Imagining cultural citizenship in Rijeka and Trieste 
across the long twentieth century

This study examines historical ruptures and continuities in particular 
articulations of  what I shall term ‘cityness’ in the Adriatic borderland. More 
specifically, it explores historical processes of  city-making in the Adriatic 
border cities of  Trieste and Rijeka across the long twentieth century (1870s 
– 2010s). The study shows how urban intellectuals, purveyors of  culture, 
politicians, and policymakers have imagined and represented these urban 
societies as distinct political and identitary worlds. While most scholarship 
has examined Trieste and Rijeka as indelibly shaped by the wider 
geopolitics of  the region (which is certainly the case), my study places the 
focus more specifically on the distinct urban imaginations that have shaped 
this Adriatic borderland. The study explores, then, how generations of  
city-makers—often inspired by a past of  flourishing ‘cosmopolitan’ free-
port cities—have remade cultural narratives of  Trieste’s and Rijeka’s 
pasts by grounding these narratives in the urban landscape, and using 
such narratives to reposition the cities amid the wider border dynamics 
and politics of  the region. In such narratives, the notion of  Trieste and 
Rijeka’s distinct ‘cityness’ has been crucial, invoked to imagine new forms 
of  urban cultural citizenship. Moreover, in exploring changing forms and 
uses of  ‘cityness’ in these two cities, the study contributes new case studies 
to critical scholarship on the ways in which historicity, belonging, and 
citizenship are mobilized in these contested borderlands.

The study has combined a historical perspective on identity politics 
in the Adriatic region with contemporary geographical perspectives on 
place-making. It analyzes various manifestations of  cityness in three 
thematic parts: histories, cultures, and places. It provides an overview of  
how urban denizens—in interacting with the city—negotiate a sense of  
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belonging involving various levels of  interest and loyalty, local, urban, 
regional, national and international. This focus on the histories and 
geographies of  cityness, as a prism through which to grasp experiences 
of  citizenship in a multinational borderland, sheds new light on three 
main problematics. First, the study highlights how urban imaginations of  
Trieste and Rijeka emerged historically. Whereas Trieste was represented 
as an autonomous port city in literature, imaginations of  Rijeka have 
emphasized how its autonomy had to be politically struggled for. Both 
have presented the city as the site for a local form of  citizenship that 
stands apart from the ever-changing political developments of  the 
twentieth century. Second, the study reveals how the distinct senses of  
cityness characteristic of  Trieste and Rijeka not only persisted during 
periods in which nationalism laid exclusive claim to citizenship practices, 
but held out alternative forms of  belonging. Finally, it sheds new light on 
the ways in which the urban past has been reimagined and restaged as 
part of  new cultural and political urban projects during the 1990s and 
2000s— decades that were shaped by Europeanization and globalization. 
In so doing, it critically unpacks some of  the processes through which 
Rijeka and Trieste have been ‘cosmopolitanized.’

These conclusions about the dynamics of  cityness in Trieste and 
Rijeka reveal three key political manifestations of  belonging and citizenship 
in the Adriatic region. First, to imagine cityness is to perform an act of  
cultural citizenship. This study highlights how cultural citizenship arises 
in the context of  various city-making processes. Yet all of  its iterations 
share one point of  departure: a relation between citizen and state that 
identifies citizenship not through reference to territory and law, but 
common experiences, learning processes, discourses of  empowerment, 
and imaginations of  urban distinctiveness. Cultural citizenship establishes 
new civic conditions and forms of  belonging, in which it dovetails 
closely with the cultivation of  cityness. Second, the research results 
confirm arguments made by scholars of  European borderlands and 
transnational regions, namely that the Adriatic borderland provides an 
important European platform for citizenship formation, interculturality, 
and political transformation. This study shows, third, that urban border 
experiences have featured prominently in the emergence of  cosmopolitan 
imaginations in both cities. In short, this dissertation emphasizes the 
possibilities offered by critically studying cityness and cultural citizenship. 
I have argued that, together, these practices have provided citizens with 
alternative forms of  belonging and strategic ways of  navigating among 
the different political worlds they inhabit.



Dit proefschrift onderzoekt hoe inwoners van Europese grenssteden 
alternatieve vormen van burgerschap vormgeven en verbeelden in een 
regio die historisch gezien de meeste grens- en politieke verschuivingen 
van Europa heeft gekend. Het laat zien hoe politici, beleidsmakers, 
intellectuelen en cultuurdragers in Triëst en Rijeka gedurende de lange 
twintigste eeuw hun stedelijke samenlevingen als unieke politieke werelden 
representeerden, en zo nieuwe vormen van cultureel burgerschap 
ontwierpen. 

De dynamiek van identiteits—en burgerschapspolitiek in Triëst 
en Rijeka is door onderzoekers voornamelijk gezien als onlosmakelijk 
gevormd door de nationale, imperiale en internationale geopolitiek 
in de bredere regio (wat ook zeker het geval is). Mijn studie richt zich 
specifieker op de kenmerkende stedelijke verbeelding die dit Adriatische 
grensgebied heeft gevormd, in het bijzonder de historische processen 
van ‘city-making’ in de grenssteden Triëst en Rijeka. Het onderzoekt 
hoe generaties stadsmakers de culturele verhalen uit het verleden van 
Triëst en Rijeka—vaak geïnspireerd door een verleden als bloeiende 
‘kosmopolitische’ havensteden—steeds opnieuw hebben vormgegeven 
door ze te verankeren in het stedelijke landschap, en ze te gebruiken om 
de steden te herpositioneren in de bredere grensdynamiek en politiek 
van de regio. Het betoogt dat de specifieke ervaring en verbeelding van 
Triëste’s en Rijeka’s ‘stedelijkheid’ van cruciaal belang zijn om nieuwe 
vormen van stedelijk cultureel burgerschap voor te stellen. Deze lokale 
stedelijke identiteitsdynamiek is een manier om met de complexe politiek 
van diversiteitsvraagstukken, nationalisme en grenspolitiek in de regio om 
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te kunnen gaan, zo toont deze studie.
  Het onderzoek combineert een historisch perspectief  op 
identiteitspolitiek in de Adriatische regio met hedendaagse geografische 
perspectieven op hoe plaatsen betekenis krijgen (‘place-making’). De studie 
bespreekt de verschillende uitingen van stedelijkheid dan ook vanuit drie 
thematische verschijningsvormen, namelijk geschiedenis, cultuurbeleid 
en plaatsen. Het geeft daarmee een overzicht van de manieren waarop 
stedelingen—door hun betrokkenheid bij en interactie met het stedelijke 
landschap—vorm geven aan een gelokaliseerd gemeenschapsgevoel 
(‘belonging’), waarbij verschillende belangen en loyaliteiten—lokaal, 
stedelijk, regionaal, nationaal en internationaal—elkaar kruisen. Deze 
focus op de geschiedenis en geografieën van stedelijkheid, als een prisma 
om ervaringen van burgerschap in een multinationaal grensgebied 
te begrijpen, werpt een nieuw licht op drie grote vraagstukken. Ten 
eerste laat het onderzoek zien hoe de stedelijke verbeelding van Triëst 
en Rijeka in het verleden is ontstaan. Waar de stedelijke verbeelding 
van een autonome havenstad zich in Triëst manifesteerde in literaire 
representaties van de stad, hadden deze in Rijeka een veel sterker politiek 
karakter waarvoor gestreden moest worden. Beide verschijningsvormen 
presenteerden de stad als de plek voor een lokale vorm van burgerschap 
die los staat van de steeds veranderende politieke ontwikkelingen van 
de twintigste eeuw. Ten tweede toont dit proefschrift dus aan hoe een 
duidelijk gevoel van stedelijkheid bleef  bestaan in perioden waarin het 
nationalisme exclusief  aanspraak maakte op burgerschapspraktijken en 
dus alternatieve vormen van gemeenschapsgevoel aan de dag legde. Tot 
slot werpt het onderzoek nieuw licht op de manier waarop het stedelijk 
verleden in de jaren 1990 en 2000 – decennia van Europeanisering en 
globalisering – opnieuw is verbeeld en opgevoerd voor nieuwe culturele 
en politieke stedelijke projecten. Het ontvouwt op deze manier een aantal 
van de processen waardoor Triëst en Rijeka zijn ‘verkosmopolitiseerd’.
 Deze conclusies over de dynamiek van stedelijkheid in Triëst 
en Rijeka leggen drie belangrijke manifestaties van identiteitspolitiek en 
burgerschap in de Adriatische regio bloot. Ten eerste is het verbeelden 
van stedelijkheid een daad van cultureel burgerschap. Dit proefschrift 
toont hoe cultureel burgerschap ontstaat in de context van verschillende 
stadsvormingsprocessen. Toch gaan al deze vormen uit van een 
gemeenschappelijk uitgangspunt, namelijk een relatie tussen burger en 
staat die burgerschap niet identificeert aan de hand van grondgebied en 
het recht, maar betekenis krijgt door gemeenschappelijke ervaringen, 
leerprocessen, discoursen van zelfbeschikking, en verbeeldingen 
van eigenheid. Cultureel burgerschap creëert nieuwe burgerlijke 
voorwaarden en vormen van saamhorigheid. In deze eigenschappen 
vond het een welkome partner in het cultiveren van stedelijkheid. 
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Ten tweede bevestigen deze onderzoeksresultaten de argumenten van 
onderzoekers van Europese en transnationale regio’s, namelijk dat het 
Adriatische grensgebied een belangrijk Europees platform biedt voor 
burgerschapsvorming, interculturaliteit en politieke transformaties. Dit 
proefschrift toont, ten derde, aan dat de stedelijke grenservaringen een 
belangrijke rol hebben gespeeld in de opkomst van de kosmopolitische 
verbeelding in beide steden. Samengevat, benadrukt dit proefschrift 
de mogelijkheden die een kritische bestudering van stedelijkheid en 
cultureel burgerschap biedt. Al deze praktijken samen, zo betoog ik, biedt 
burgers alternatieve en strategische manieren om te navigeren tussen 
de verschillende politieke werelden waarin ze leven. Deze studie naar 
de complexe identiteitspolitiek van twee Europese grenssteden draagt 
bij aan breder kritisch onderzoek naar ervaringen en mobilisering van 
het verleden, gemeenschapsgevoel en burgerschap in Europa’s betwiste 
conflict- en grensgebieden.




