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

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 meaningmaking 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 meetingpoint 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
36
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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
In search of triestinità
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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
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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).

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 multinational 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 Italianspeaking 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 BalkanDanube region under Habsburg rule, especially during the AustroHungarian 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
In search of triestinità
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“cosmopolitanism” label mainly applies to certain categories of people,
particularly merchants, brokers and seamen who played a key role in panMediterranean and supra-Mediterranean networks.’
Such historical accounts drawing an image of Trieste as a multinational, 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.
In search of triestinità
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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 portcity. 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
In search of triestinità
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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 socioeconomic 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 multinational 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
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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
In search of triestinità

51

‘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 portcity, 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
52

Rediscovering Cityness

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 Europeanwide 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 (19051915 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 citydweller 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 wellknown 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, 14191423).
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 personaggiocittà: [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 (18881915) 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
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Image 1.4 - Scipio Slataper (1905-1915).

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
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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 (18831957), 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 (191920) 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 ultranationalists 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.
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Image 1.5 - Parco della Rimembranza on San Giusto hill (2018).

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, antiSemitism). 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 In search of triestinità
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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
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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 egodocuments, 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 placemaking. 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
In search of triestinità

83

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 citynarrative 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
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Image 1.6 – View on the Fascist heritage of the Scala dei Giganti and the Fontana di Montuzza on the
San Giusto hill (2019).

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
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Image 1.7 - Trieste Italiana in Piazza Unità, 26 October 1954.

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 historywriting 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 pseudoconsciousness 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
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Image removed due to copyright restrictions

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).

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 pseudoknowledge’. 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
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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 nonstate 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.

In search of triestinità
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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
98

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
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Image 2.1 – A view on the new Quartiere del Molo (on the right) from the Via del Molo (1898).

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
City of adventures

103

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
106

Rediscovering Cityness

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 twoheaded 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 (18201895), 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 threevolume 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 decisionmaking 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 mythmaking 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
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Image 2.2 – A view on ‘Fiume’. Palazzo Adria and the ‘governo marittimo’ (around 1900).

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 BohemianAustrian 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
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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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Image 2.3 – The Indeficienter losing one of its heads at the hands of D’Annunzio’s troops (1919).

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 ‘HungarianCroatian 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
122

Rediscovering Cityness

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, 205206). 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
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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).

‘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
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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
City of adventures

133

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

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 ChristianDemocrats, 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 Italianwide 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 avantgarde 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
148

Rediscovering Cityness

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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Image 2.7 – Interior of the Archivio-Museo Storico di Fiume, Rome (2019).

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
City of adventures

155

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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