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Dealing with contested heritage
Contemporary art and the Fascist monument debate 

Flaminia Bartolini

Taking the period since 2010, with increasing public debate about how to deal 
with Fascist remains, and following the Charlottesville debate on Confederate 
monuments, this paper looks at case studies that can aid our understanding of 
Fascist monument culture in contemporary Italy. It will examine how the city 
of Bolzano has dealt with a Fascist frieze on the ex-Casa del Fascio representing 
Mussolini on horseback, and how the monument has been ‘re-semantisized’ 
through the addition in 2017 of an installation by the artists Arnold Holzknecht 
and Michele Bernardi. The use of contemporary art in the renegotiation of 
dictatorial heritage can be one effective way to re-interpret the legacy of a dif-
ficult past. The differing responses given by artists to these monuments reflect 
a trans-national need to re-interpret public spaces and to distance our societies 
from values we no longer support. 

Contextualising architectural propaganda: Mussolini’s frieze in Bolzano
The theoretical framework of this article begins with and challenges Sharon 
Macdonald’s book on Nazi heritage in Germany. Heritage is defined as difficult 
by Macdonald when a past is re-cognised as worth remembering but at the 
same time creates difficulties in the present, as it generates conflict in dealing 
with contemporary identity as it generates a fear of perpetuating social division 
and fuelling divided memories in the present.1 When, after a global or civil 
war, a country needs to rebuild its identity, negotiating a dictatorial past cre-
ates tremendous tensions around the concept of “shared memory”. Aside from 
national memorials to the victims – which might also reveal some contested 
memories – other places associated with the dictatorship may be “forgotten” 
and therefore be an expression of taboo, amnesia or denial.2 Given that the 
ideologies conveyed by such heritage produce dissonance, contested memory 
and social division, this paper will show how Mussolini’s frieze is an example of 
a national struggle to come to terms with a particular regime.3 In the last couple 
of years, the fate of Fascist monuments still standing in Italy has been debated 

1	� Cft. Sharon Macdonald, Undesirable Heritage: Fascist Material Culture and Historical 
Consciousness in Nuremberg. In: International Journal of Heritage Studies 12 (2006) 1, p. 9–28; 
Sharon Macdonald, Difficult Heritage: Negotiating the Nazi Past in Nuremberg, Milton Park/
Abingdon/Oxon/New York 2009.

2	� Cft. Paul Connerton, How Modernity Forgets, Cambridge  2009; Gilly Carr, Legacies of 
Occupation: Archaeology, Heritage and Memory in the Channel Islands, New York 2014.

3	� Cft. John Tunbridge/Gregory Ashwort, Dissonant Heritage: The Management of the Past as a 
Resource in Conflict, New York 1996; Anna Cento Bull/Hans Lauge Hansen, On Agonistic 
Memory. In: Memory Studies 9 (2016), 4, p. 390–404.
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in the academic world as much as in the popular press and social media. From 
the columns of The New Yorker, Ruth Ben-Ghiat generated outrage in Italy by 
questioning why, at a time of monument debate following Charlottesville and 
the removal of Confederate monuments, Fascist monumental architecture had 
been left unquestioned in Italy.4 At national level, the debate surrounding some 
of the most iconic monuments saw the politician Laura Boldrini campaigning 
for the removal or covering of the words Mussolini DUX from the obelisk at 
the centre of the Foro Italico complex in Rome on the grounds that to some 
this imposing presence might appear offensive.5 In this case, as also in the 
Ben-Ghiat article, public debate was quite unanimous in criticising any re-
working or removal of such monuments, arguing that such monuments are not 
controversial at all. It is, in fact, true that Fascist monuments in contemporary 
Italy are seen simply as one part of the country’s vast cultural heritage legacy.6 
Iconoclasm or de-fascistization of the material legacy of the dictatorship was 
limited and the heritage of the dictatorship has been left largely undisturbed 
in the landscape, very often reused for its original purpose or given a new use. 
Actual destruction was very limited and stemmed largely from aerial bombing 
in WWII or the actions of the Allies during their government of the country in 
the immediate post-war period. The so-called de-fascistization process saw the 
removal of fasces and other fascist symbols from public buildings, but was very 
often limited to the removal of Mussolini’s iconography.7

	 Arguably, a different fate was reserved for sculpture symbolising Fascism 
or Mussolini himself, who has been at the centre of the most vehement icono- 
clastic attack, both spontaneous outbursts from the people and institution-
al reaction. One iconic example is the sculpture of Mussolini on horseback 
in Bologna, studied by Simona Storchi, which was first be-headed and then 
dragged around the city with a rope. In 1944, a member of the military in 
the Social Republic of Salò took Mussolini’s head as a relic and it is now dis-

4	� Cft. Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Why are Fascist Monuments Still Standing in Italy? In: The New Yorker, 
5 October 2017.

5	� Cft. Joshua Arthurs, Fascism as ‘Heritage’ in Contemporary Italy. In: Andrea Mammone/
Giuseppe Veltri  (ed.), Italy Today: The Sick Man of Europe, London/New York  2010,  
p. 114–127; Nick Carter/Simon Martin, The Management and Memory of Fascist Monumental 
Art in Postwar and Contemporary Italy: the Case of Luigi Montanarini’s Apotheosis of Fascism. In: 
Journal of Modern Italian Studies 22 (2017), p. 338–364; Hannah Malone, Legacies of Fascism: 
Architecture, Heritage and Memory in Contemporary Italy. In: Modern Italy   22  (2017), 4, 
p.  445–470; Flaminia Bartolini, From Iconoclasm to Museum. Mussolini’s Villa in Rome 
as a Dicatatorial Heritage Site. In: Martor  23 (2018), p.  163–173, URL: http://martor.muze-
ultaranuluiroman.ro/archive/martor-23-2018/bartolini_2018/ (accesed on 5.7.2019); Håkan 
Hokerberg (ed.), Architecture as Propaganda in Twentieth-Century Totalitarian Regimes, 
History and Heritage, Firenze 2018; Mia Fuller, Equivocal Mussolinis. In: Passés Futurs (2019), 
URL: https://www.politika.io/fr/notice/equivocal-mussolinis (accessed on 27.3.2019); Flaminia 
Bartolini, Dealing with a Dictatorial Past: Fascist Monuments and Conflicting Memory in 
Contemporary Italy. In: Laura Macaluso (ed), Monument Culture, International Perspectives on 
the Future of Monuments in a Changing World, London 2019, p. 233–242.

6	� Cft. Bartolini, From Neglect to Museum; Bartolini, Dealing with a Dictatorial Past.
7	� Cft. Joshua Arthurs, Excavating Modernity: the Roman Past in Fascist Italy, Ithaca/London 2014; 

Bartolini, Dealing with a Dictatorial Past.
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played in the Historical Institute of the Social Republic of Salò.8 Similarly, the 
relief of Mussolini at the entrance to the Palazzo Uffici in EUR has been de-
faced many times but continuously restored by EUR s.p.a. When confronted,  
EUR s.p.a. told this author they did the restoration for ‘aesthetic reasons’, but 
in the context of the present argument there might also be an underlying intent 
of anti-iconoclasm – a counter-narrative within the current monument debate.

Within this hotly contested debate stands the artistic project for the monu-
mental frieze of Hans Piffrader on the top of the Palace of Financial Offices in 
Bolzano which sees Mussolini next to the Fascist motto ‘Believe, Obey, Fight’.9 
This frieze, originally meant for the Fascist Party headquarters, is the largest 
Fascist symbol on a public building still standing in Italy and represents the 
History of Fascism in 57 panels over some 36 metres. Following the success in 
Bolzano of the recontextualization of the Victory Monument, the town hall 
decided to approach the issue of neo-fascist parades reclaiming fascist monu-
mentality by a public consultation: what emerged was that Fascist monuments 
are still divisive and the need for the ideological message this building still 
conveyed to be ‘rewritten’ (fig. 1). 
	 The issue of how to deal with Fascist monuments was not new to the 
town of Bolzano: in 2014 the city opened an exhibition curated by Andrea Di 
Michele, Hannes Obermair, Christine Roilo, Ugo Soragni and Silvia Spada 
beneath the Victory Monument, a Fascist triumphal arch celebrating Italy’s 

8	� Cft. Simona Storchi, Mussolini as Monument: The Equestrian Statue of the Duce at the 
Littoriale Stadium Bologna. In: Christopher Duggan/Stephen Gundle/Giuliana Pieri (ed.),  
The Cult of the Duce. Mussolini and the Italians, Manchester 2013, p. 193–208.

9	� Cft. Carlo Invernizzi-Accetti, A Small Italian Town Can Teach The World How to Defuse 
Controversial Monuments. In: The Guardian, 6 December 2017; Wolfgang Strobl, Mussolini im 
Gewande Neros. Subversives und Zensur in der Kunst einer Grenzregion des faschistischen Italien 
(Zu Hans Piffraders Fries für die Casa del Fascio in Bozen). In: Geschichte und Region / Storia e 
regione 24 (2015), 2, p. 170–184; Bartolini, Dealing with a Dictatorial Past.

Fig. 1: Bolzano, ex-Casa del Fascio, Arnold Holzknecht and Michele Bernardi installation 

‘No one has the right to obey’. Photo: Laura Egger©.

BARTOLINI: Dealing with contested heritage, 131–137
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WWI victory in the Alto Adige.10 At present this is still the only example in 
Italy where a place of Fascist propaganda has been recontextualised and made 
accessible to a wider audience, a process which might have been facilitated 
by the presence in the region of both Italian and German cultural identities. 
Following public interest and the general success of the Victory Monument 
project, which addressed the issue of the monument being at the centre of 
neo-fascist marches, the town hall looked for a new contemporary dialogue 
on Fascist symbols, and consequently values, which did not just leave them 
unquestioned. The consultation process resulted in an invitation for artistic 
projects to express a contemporary reinterpretation of the specific monument 
and of Fascism more broadly; that of Arnold Holzknecht and Michele Bernardi 
was finally selected from some 486 submissions.11

	 The concept was of an illuminated phrase projected onto the frieze, lumi-
nously covering Mussolini’s face, showing a re-adaptation of a famous mot-
to of the philosopher Hannah Arendt. In a rephrasing of Kant, Arendt said 
‘No one has the right to obey’ as an answer to Mussolini’s notorious motto of 
‘Believe, Obey, Fight’. This project, I would argue, recalls a long tradition of 
counter-monument production which has been seen more often in Germany in 
response to monuments conceived by the Nazi or as memorial in places of Nazi 
violence.12 Following Stevens, Frank and Fazakerley’s theoretical approach of 
anti-monuments and dialogic monuments, I would argue that the Bolzano case 
is fulfilling both interpretative tools. The luminous installation, which covers 
the entire length of the frieze and is repeated in Ladin, Italian and German,  
simultaneously gives a new layer of dialogic meaning and breaks down the monu- 
mental visually and symbolically, re-coding its semantic value. The installation 
is minimalistic compare to the over-imposing materiality of the ex-Casa del 
Fascio, as it also plays with the contrast of the light of the installation against 
the gravity of the building. Using the words of Hannah Arendt as a symbol to 
oppose the dictatorship, as a battle between dialogue and imperative orders, has 
proved to be a non-invasive means of re-interpreting a contested monument. 
Proof of the effectiveness of this new added meaning as an open rejection of 

10	 �Cft. Ugo Soragni, Il Monumento alla Vittoria di Bolzano, Vicenza 1993; Gerard Steinacher, 
Fascist Legacies: The Controversy over Mussolini’s Monuments in South Tyrol. In: European 
Yearbook of Minority Issues  10 (2011), p.  647–666; Città di Bolzano (ed.), BZ  ’18–’45. Un 
monumento, una città, due dittature. Un percorso espositivo nel Monumento alla Vittoria, Vienna/
Bolzano  2016; Håkan Hokerberg, The Monument to Victory in Bolzano: Desacralisation of 
a Fascist Relic. In: International Journal of Heritage Studies  23  (2017), 8, p.  1–16; Malcolm 
Angelucci/Stefano Kerschbamer, One Monument, One Town, Two Ideologies: The Monument 
to the Victory of Bolzano-Bozen. In: Public History Review 24 (2017), p. 54–75, URL: https://
epress.lib.uts.edu.au/journals/index.php/phrj/article/view/5776/6270 (accessed on 22.3.2019); 
Adina Guarnieri, Zur Rezeptionsgeschichte des Bozner Siegesdenkmals nach 1945. In: Geschichte 
und Region / Storia e regione 26 (2017), 2, p. 135–154.

11	� Cft. URL: http://www.bassorilievomonumentale-bolzano.com/it.html (accessed 23.3.2019); 
URL: http://www.bassorilievomonumentale-bolzano.com/fileadmin/user_upload/images/Die-
Installation/Relazione_commissione.pdf (accessed 23.3.2019).

12	� Cft. Quentin Stevens/Karen Frank/Ruth Fazakerley, Counter-Monuments: The Anti-
Monumental and the Dialogic. In: The Journal of Architecture 17 (2012) 6, p. 951–997.
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Fascist values can be seen in protests from the far-right party CasaPound. On 
the opening of the Bolzano installation, militants of this party, who openly call 
themselves ‘Fascists of the Third Millennia’ protested with slogans of ‘not in 
my name’. This protest validated the efforts of the town hall in taking a firm 
position against fascist values and once again underlines the nostalgic effect that 
Mussolini’s iconography still invokes in contemporary neo-fascist believes. 
	 When looking at how the Confederate debate has developed in the US, 
similarities can be seen in how the city of Bolzano reacted to its Fascist past. As 
Upton and Allison tell us, the shameful presence of Confederate monuments 
in American public places is a matter of concern for the integration and sense 
of place of different communities affected by the legacies of colonialism.13 Up-
ton rightly underlines that:

“These monuments were surrogate for another kind of discussion, one about race and citizen- 
ship in the post-slavery nation. Confederate monuments offered a reading of the war that 
disguised but did not deny its origin in slavery. They depicted the war as a tie, one in which 
whites on both sides emerged with honour and principle intact, while slavery and African 
Americans were ignored.”

 

13	� Cft. Dell Upton, What Can and Can’t Be Said: Race, Uplift and Monument Building in the 
Contemporary South, Yale 2015; Dell Upton, Confederate Monuments and Civic Values after 
Charlottesville. In: SAH blog, 13.9.2017, URL: https://www.sah.org/publications-and-research/
sah-blog/sah-blog/2017/09/13/confederate-monuments-and-civic-values-in-the-wake-of-charlot-
tesville (accessed 23.3.2019); David Allison, Controversial Monuments and Memorials. A Guide 
for Community Leaders, London 2018.

Fig. 2: Philadelphia, Vernon Park, Karyn Olivier installation ‘the Battle is Joined’. 

Photo: Karyn Olivier©.
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When dealing with symbols of troubled and divisive pasts the role played by 
public spaces is crucial in opposing or validating certain values and certain 
pasts. As in the case of Confederate monuments or Fascist symbols, the way we 
interpret these material legacies in the present tells a great deal about what our 
contemporary values are, and assuming that democratic societies are willing to 
reiterate their egalitarian and human rights’ values, reframing these difficult 
monuments shows a willingness to re-semantisize values thorough the produc-
tion of a new layer of meaning.
	 I would argue that one of the best solutions for dealing with controver-
sial monuments is to have an artistic reinterpretation of their legacy, given 
the dialogic nature of contemporary art forms. For the American case-study 
I would like to present the work of Black-American artist Karyn Olivier and 
her installation for Monument Lab called “the Battle is Joined’ in the city of  
Philadelphia (fig. 2). Karyn was asked to reinterpret controversial monuments 
within the historic Vernon Park in Philadelphia, in order to respond to colonial 
messages that are still attached to some of them.14 Olivier created a dialogue be-
tween two existing monuments, the Pastorius Monument, which honours Fran-
cis Daniel Pastorius, a German settler who led the first Quaker protest against 
slavery in 1688, and the Battle of Germantown Memorial, commemorating a 
battle during the Revolutionary War in which George Washington fought. Inter-
estingly, during both World Wars the Pastorius Monument was boxed in because 
the look of the monument was perceived to be ‘too Germanic’. Olivier explains: 

“I thought about the paradox of an immigrant (Pastorius), fighting for blacks’ freedom from 
slavery, and Washington, who was fighting for the freedom of America from British rule, 
while owning slaves. I replicated the concealment, but covered the Battle Memorial instead. A 
mirrored facade was added, reflecting in real-time viewers and the ever-changing landscape.“

The decision to cover the Washington monument with reflective material, simul-
taneously eliminating materiality and monumentality and allowing for our own 
reflections to be seen, is an extremely effective way to spark dialogue with sur-
rounding communities, and to allow them to really own the monument and for 
them to be able to ‘reflect’ on it. In this case we face an anti-monumentality stance, 
as reflected in the vanished materiality of the reflective material, and a dialogic 
questioning of values no longer perceived as representatives of local communities. 

Reinterpreting controversial pasts: an ongoing process
As these two case studies have shown, dealing with difficult heritage is a com-
plex process for contemporary societies. Monuments to past ‘glories’ are still 

14	� Cft. Karyn Olivier, Witness. In: Art, Freedom, and the Politics of Social Justice, Arts 
Everywhere, National Coalition Against Censorship, June  2018, https://artseverywhere.ca/
roundtables/politics-of-social-justice (accesed on 27.3.2019);  Crispin Sartwell, What I learned 
in the Monuments War. In: Monument Lab’ is a Memorial to Philadelphia Attitude – CityLab, 
6  October  2017, URL: https://www.citylab.com/design/2017/10/what-i-learned-in-the-monu-
ment-wars/542292 (accesed on 28.3.2019). 
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a constant reminder to some of traumatic memories of a difficult time while 
to others they are just material traces of once-glorious pasts. In Italy, the post-
war process of visual cleansing of iconoclasm expressed the need to challenge 
and publicly question past values, but it left unquestioned the issue of fascist 
monumentality which remains a heavy present in public spaces. In this edited 
version without symbols, fascist monuments remain in public places, but are 
read differently by different parts of society: for anti-fascists they will always 
represent traumatic memories of the past regime; for sympathisers of Il Duce 
they will stand in memory of his past glories. 
	 Finding new ways to add a contemporary layer of meaning to monuments 
that carry unacceptable values from the past is challenging, as post-dictatorial 
societies usually have multiple conflicting memorial narratives of this past. 
These same narratives can foster social division as they question ideas regarding 
identity, sense of place and ownership of the past.
	 As we saw an in the case of the two monuments in Philadelphia, art forms 
can renegotiate the distance and imposing effect of monumental materiality, 
allowing for more inclusive forms of dialogue regarding art forms and local 
communities. From a diverse geo-political prospective, the installation on the 
Fascist frieze at Bolzano stands as one way to deal with a dictatorial past. In 
explicit disapproval of the values that this monument still represented, the 
luminous words are visibly and symbolically a new layer that builds on the 
monument, without taking anything away from it, preserving its materiality 
but working on the semiotic of the heritage discourse. I would argue that the 
artistic medium addresses also a core issue in heritage preservation, which is the 
importance of preserving the material integrity of the work of art. This poses 
questions on how to reframe monuments without any form of iconoclasm. 
As we saw in both Philadelphia and Bolzano, the installations are removable,  
allowing for a different form of interpretation to be given should this new 
added meaning be superseded in the future, while at the same time giving a 
very powerful message which breaks the monumental rhetoric of order and 
obedience. In the light of the rise of far-right movements in Italy and beyond, 
considering how the symbolic power of these monuments can still be exercised 
and how easily they could be instrumentalised, I would argue it is crucial to 
find ways to disempower memories of dark times.15
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their assistance. A special thanks go to Arnold Holzknecht and Michele Bernardi for discussing 
their work with me, to Catrina Appleby for reading it, and to Laura Egger for her photography. I 
am grateful to the Director of the American Academy in Rome, Prof. John Ochsendorf, Director 
of the Biblioteca Hertziana, Prof. Tristan Weddigen and Dr. Carmen Belmonte for inviting me to 
present my PhD project, and Karyn Olivier, Prof. Dell Upton, Adachiara Zevi and Prof. Giuliana 
Bruno for the stimulating conversations.  I would like to thank the following for their financial 
support: Department of Archaeology (University of Cambridge), St. John’s College, Cambridge, 
the Dorothy Garrod Trust, the Anthony Wilkinson Fund and the DAAD Cambridge Hub. 

BARTOLINI: Dealing with contested heritage, 131–137


