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Rome – An introduction 

Perhaps no other city in Europe is so deeply rooted in the perception of 
heritage as Rome. Each step seems to be a trace, a reference, or a memory, 
of some part of the foundation of Western civilisation. As we walk the 
streets of Rome, or simply think about the city, it seems to be sending a 
message to us of a past full of meaning; it could be the man dressed in the 
uniform of a Roman legionary trying to sell a photo outside the Pantheon, 
or it could be the Pantheon itself forming the basis of the built culture all 
over the modern world. History has left its traces in Rome that we stumble 
upon at each step we take. As the famous author and political theorist of 
the French revolution Madame de Staël wrote of Rome, that it “is not 
simply a collection of dwellings; it is the history of the world, represented 
by different symbols and portrayed in different forms”.1  Yet, Rome also 
has an everyday which leaves its traces, a contemporary city in which its 
own inhabitants and we, move, eat, drink, and sleep in.   

This book tracks both historical and contemporary Rome. It is based 
on various field studies in Rome conducted by the interdisciplinary Swe-
dish research node “The Good City – Urbanism and Social Change”.  The 
node consisted of senior researchers and Master students from Uppsala 
University, Sweden. The main academic fields within the node were An-
thropology, Ancient History and Archaeology, and Art history. The node 
went to Rome in May 2015, with a view to develop an understanding of 
the chemistry between modern urbanism and the historical city. The field 
trip was also specially focused on the problems of memory, heritage, and 
history in a modern city. The participants reflected on Rome and its social 
life through walks, field seminars, and lectures as well as personal studies, 
as also on what could be extracted from historical traces and heritage in 
the city. Since the node was based on an interdisciplinary scope, as a group 
it meant having no preconceived knowledge of how to understand, use, 
and critically assess the concepts of heritage and history; we all benefitted 
in our respective fields instead through our seminars and meetings com-
prising of different academic traditions and diverse epistemologies. At the 
end of the field trip, we all went home to digest what we had learnt; we 

                   
1 Madame de Staël, Corinne, or Italy, Oxford 1998 (1807). 
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were also given assignments to write about our experiences and our re-
search in Rome. It resulted in the volume of studies produced by the node 
from our interactions with Roman history, heritage, and social life.   

The main theme of the field trip was “Heritage and Traces”, and it was 
subdivided into three subthemes, namely I. Urban identity and Design, II. 
Space and History, and III. Urban Heritage. The themes were meant to 
provide tools to examine and to understand the complex problems of a 
city and all its urban parts, both social and material. Rome is thus perceived 
in our exploratory context as a space with architecture, streets, parks, 
squares, and all that makes up the material urban space, as well as spaces 
of competing identities and constant ongoing social change that confront 
or make use of the heritage and traces of the city. It is a city simultaneously 
steeped in history and in contemporaneity.  

Akin to the heritage scholar Rodney Harrison, we too do not use a 
precise definition of heritage. However, it is a concept that has a few as-
pects which can be taken with certainty by us. Heritage is related to the 
past or to something created in the past. Heritage is nearly always related 
to material objects, or places which have a relation with the past. The ma-
terial can be architecture or monuments, cities or villages. Just as well it 
can be a handicraft related to a practice of creating material objects or a 
ritual connected to a specific site or building, or just as material – enacted 
with our bodies. What holds these types of heritages together is their be-
lieved power as mediators or agents of the past. Heritage is always being 
created and recreated here and now. Thus, it is also always political in the 
sense that it is part of how we create society. To understand heritage in 
society Harrison’s definition of official and unofficial heritage is useful. 
Harrison writes “…the term unofficial heritage […] refers to a broad range 
of practices that are represented using the language of heritage but are not 
recognised by official forms of legislation”.2  Consequently, official herit-
age refers to heritage that is protected by legislation and upheld through 
official practices of governance and surveillance. Thus, it is set apart from 
the everyday. In this book, we scrutinize both the official and unofficial 
heritages of Rome, but just as important are the traces from everyday life 
left in the city that nobody frames or discusses as heritage. Traces and 
heritage have one thing in common which is also worth mentioning – their 
ambivalent temporal status.       

                   
2 Rodney Harison, Heritage: Critical Approaches, London 2013. 
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To understand the ambiguous temporality of representations of the 
past, Sigmund Freud´s obsession with Rome is a good case. In Das Un-
behagen in der Kultur Freud meditated on Rome as a mind. In his medi-
tation, Rome was a place where the past and the present coexisted. The 
Minerva temples coexisted with the churches built over them, not as ar-
chaeological remains but as physical appearances.3 The viewer could see 
and experience them at the same time. This thought experiment let Rome 
exemplify how the mind could hold together different memories of a per-
son or place at the same time, yet not let the temporality of life interfere 
with it. The idea of heritage or traces is central to understanding why Freud 
used Rome as an example, as well as to his enduring longing for the eternal 
city. Rome had always been part of his heritage as a central European in-
tellectual, but it had also become part of his dreams and longings. His 
expectations finally became so high that he avoided going there. Eventu-
ally he went to Rome and the city lived up to his expectations. “So this is 
what I have been afraid of so many years!” Freud wrote to his wife.  It has 
been described how he experienced Rome as a modern city free of the 
anti-Semitism of his own city Vienna, and at the same time he relived an-
tiquity in the monuments and Christian Rome in the churches. It was an 
experience where the past, the present, and the future co-existed; just as 
heritage. The multi-layered city which had meanings in the past, present, 
and the future.  Just as the mind – or as heritage. The experience of herit-
age can be both personal and general. It is always an experience of the past 
in an old painting or a house. It is claimed as heritage in our own time with 
its ideas and experiences. Moreover, not the least, it is an instrument for 
the future. What Freud was unwillingly and unknowingly doing in his med-
itations on Rome, it would be valid to state, was presenting an understand-
ing of the complex and ever-in-flux idea of heritage. Heritage is set both 
in a specific historical time, and existing here and now, as well as acting 
for the future. Heritage, and similarly, traces, coexist in many times and 
thus defer temporal time.  

In this book heritage and traces are presumed to act or represent as 
presented, existing in the past, contemporaneity, and the future. As will 
become evident, the different chapters take on heritage and traces in dif-
ferent modes. They will also be loosely structured through the three sub-
themes of the volume. 

                   
3 Sigmund Freud, Gesammelte Werke in achtzehn Bänden mit einem Nachtragsband, bd 
14, Frankfurt AM, 1999 
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I. Urban Identity and Design 
Identity is constructed and reconstructed in the urban landscape every day. 
It appears in city planning and architecture, as well as through social inter-
actions. The authors scrutinize the concept of identity both in the past and 
in Roman life today and it is evident how the idea of heritage is present in 
the identity-formations of Rome. Oskar Nordell sets off the narrative with 
the first chapter, Michelangelo’s Oval for  Campiglio: A Renaissance Amphitheatre. 
In the chapter, Nordell discusses how Michelangelo used urban form to 
construct ceremonial and antiquarian meaning in renaissance Rome. Even 
though the concept of heritage is modern, the renaissance planning of 
Campidoglio uses the history of Rome to construct meaning in its own 
time and thus comes close to a modern concept of heritage.  

In the second chapter written by Rosalie Post, Drawing Maps and Drink-
ing Beers: Young Inhabitants’ Perceptions of Rome, she examines how a young 
migrating global population encounters the more-than-millennia old her-
itage of Rome. By using an ethnographic map drawing method where 
young inhabitants of Rome draw their connection to the city, Rosalie Post 
scrutinises how meaning and identity is constructed in the lived city of 
heritage, traces, and contemporaneity. It is an examination of how urban 
design interferes with the construction of meaning in social life.  

The third chapter, Egypt’s Role in the City of Rome. How Egyptian Obelisks 
Became a Natural Part of the Modern City Scenery by Lucas Berzén, confronts 
how the Egyptian obelisks, brought to Rome in antiquity, and since used 
as landmarks in the city, meet the everyday of modern life in Rome. Thus, 
it also speaks of how a contested form of heritage has become assimilated 
in the design and identity of modern Rome.   

II. Space and History 
The concepts of space are encountered daily just as the concepts of his-
tory. It leaves this theme, just as the others, in flux and constantly con-
fronting complexity. Still, space is fundamental to understanding a city. 
The geographer Doreen Massey has defined a way of understanding space 
as “…a product of interrelations; as constituted through interactions […] 
as the sphere of the possibility of the existence of the multiplicity in the 
sense of contemporaneous plurality (…) that we recognise space as always 
under construction”.  It is a definition close to our understanding of her-
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itage, and tolerates conception by allowing and seeing how both material-
ity and social interactions meet in space. Space can also be materialised to 
confinements such as cities, walls, roofs, urban forms, or buildings such 
as churches.  

The fourth chapter and the first in this subtheme is Christian Church 
Practice by Julia Litborn. Church buildings define space both as confined 
within walls, and a set of interrelations within it stretching out into history 
and religious practices and traditions. They are spaces in Rome, entangled 
with architectural form, religious devotion, and everyday use. The fifth 
chapter is To Near the Historical Urban Landscape – The waters of Rome by 
Mirabel Joshi. A space that defines Rome is the Tiber. It connects and 
separates the city. The river has connected Rome with the hinterland and 
the world, and it has been central to the environmental history of the city.  
With her base in environmental humanities Joshi moves beyond the Tiber 
and looks at the wide scope of water in Rome. By examining the environ-
mental role of water in urban space, the author highlights the complex 
human relationship with landscape and nature through history. In chapter 
six, Dictator Chic – Reframing problematic Cultural Heritage in Rome’s Museums – 
Anna Clareborn discusses the concept of problematic heritage applied to 
Rome. With the examples Museo della civiltà romana, Ara Pacis,Villa Tor-
lonia Museum, Clareborn discusses the complex work in framing and re-
framing heritage that has been framed and used under fascist rule, that still 
today remains as centre of tourism. It is a discussion on what stories that 
are told and how they are interpreted in the spaces the spaces of contem-
porary Rome. Clareborn highlights how history becomes a tool of identity 
in constant flux, how each era, the fascist, the 19th century or imperial 
Rome all are contested bricks needed to be interpreted and discussed. 
Chapter Seven ends the section on Space and History, with a poetic photo 
essay – A Study of the Shallow by Klara Lindroos. Through forms and the 
elusive practice of photography, we meet Rome anew in space as well as 
history.  

III. Urban Heritage 
This last theme is a topic that all the chapters deal with one way or another. 
“All at once heritage is everywhere”, the famous heritage scholar David 
Lowenthal exclaimed and went on to present how it was “...in the news, 
in the movies, in the marketplace – in everything from galaxies to genes”.  
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With his well-formed critique, Lowenthal pointed out that heritage had 
become a concept well fitted to be used and exploited in modern society. 
This section discusses the uses of urban heritage - how modern urban so-
ciety produces and blends with heritage and traces. Chapter eight opens 
the last theme. It is called The Making of Garbatella in the Midst of Tourism, 
Gentrification and Rome’s Urban Heritage by Charlotta Widmark. The author 
discusses how contested heritage meets the everyday of the urban district 
of Garbatella. During the first decade of the 20th century, Rome saw a 
growing urban working class and the need for housing. In Garbatella, a 
new suburb was built on the ideal of the garden city and historic Roman 
architecture. The 1920s and 1930s saw heritage-driven restructuring of 
historic Rome by the fascists, and large new populations were moved out 
into the suburbs, prominent among them being Garbatella. Charlotta Wid-
mark explores how a district with a special spatial and social history meets 
the strains of contemporary times in tourism, heritage-use, and gentrifica-
tion.  

Next comes Chapter nine 1 Euro, 1 Caffe: Authenticity. Rituals and Mar-
keting Heritage, by Caitlin McEvoy where she discusses how an everyday 
practice as coffee-pourer has become a barista, with history, culture, and 
heritage defining the authenticity of Roman culture. The author uses field 
studies in Rome to scrutinise how practices and rituals become inscribed 
in the urban identity and take on meaning far beyond the needs of caffeine. 
In Chapter ten Urban blackboards: The political use of public buildings and archae-
ological sites in Rome,  the author Mariapia Campanella discusses political 
graffiti on the walls of Rome. Graffiti is an integral part of Roman culture 
with a history from antiquity up until today. Campanella dissects the his-
tory of urban Rome to see how the city´s heritage buildings have been 
used for political messages and graffiti for centuries. With the historical 
buildings as walls of legitimisation, political graffiti is still a part of Rome´s 
cityscape.  

The book ends with Chapter eleven Traces of Histories of Rome – Walking, 
Football, Fascism and Belonging by Henrik Widmark. In his text, the author 
discusses Rome as a space where identities are contested, and where dif-
ferent actors compete for a right to the city. The streets are full of traces, 
forming a modern urban heritage where the long history of Rome, its con-
temporaneity, and its future interweave with each other; where contested 
urban heritage becomes the backdrop of everyday life, football, and polit-
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ical conflicts. One of the main focuses of the last chapter is on its meth-
odology - the method of walking. That finally leaves us to say a few words 
on the methods and didactics of the research node “The Good City”.  

* * * * * 

As this is the last in the series of “encounters in an urban context”, there 
is reason to reflect on our interdisciplinary work during our three years as 
a research node at the Faculty of Arts at Uppsala University. The books in 
the series, on London, Istanbul, and Rome, are all the result of a pedagog-
ical idea developed and refined during the work of the research seminar 
and especially during our interdisciplinary excursions in Sweden and 
abroad. The books have all come about through field studies in the cities 
and a series of preparing seminars that have focused on method, theory, 
and knowledge of the different urban research objects. In the different 
cities, researchers with special knowledge of the cities, or with focus on 
method, have led seminars in situ. With the node’s focus of interdiscipli-
nary studies this has become especially beneficial. The coming together of 
different academic fields, forced the Master students and researchers to 
view their respective fields in new light. By using the method of the field-
seminar, all the different facets that an interdisciplinary group would put 
forth on the field of urban studies, were brought together. For instance, 
methods of anthropology have met theories of antiquity studies, and the 
epistemology of art history has been able to bring forth further aspects of 
inquiry.  

The pedagogy of the node has been of great importance to the node 
leaders as well as the Master students who have formed the backbone of 
our studies. It has provided valuable extra-curricular experience to the stu-
dents which has been used successfully by many of them in building their 
careers. In hindsight, it is evident that the years spent by the faculty at the 
node has highlighted the need for more research on urban questions as 
also the beneficial nature of interdisciplinary experiences. We, the research 
leaders and editors of these volumes, are grateful to the faculty for having 
given us the chance to lead and develop this area of study. Most of all 
though, we are immensely grateful to the students and researchers who 
have made these series of books and the work of the node possible.    

Uppsala, November 2021 
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1. Michelangelo’s oval for the 
Campidoglio: A renaissance 

amphitheatre 

Oskar Nordell 

Introduction 
Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti’s (1475–1564) Campidoglio is 
linked to the heavy political symbolism of the Capitoline as a remnant of 
the ancient Capitolium and Forum Romanum. But it is also linked to the 
ceremonial and theatrical functions of the street and city square during the 
Renaissance. In this contribution, I argue that, besides being a truly ingen-
ious solution to a complicated spatial problem, these two functions – the 
antiquarian and the ceremonial – are combined in the oval form of Mi-
chelangelo’s square as a reproduction of the oval plan of the Flavian Am-
phitheatre. 

As an architectural form – in plan and section – the oval can be traced 
to cultures in ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt.1 It was not unusual in an-
cient Rome, but was articulated most fully in the plans of the amphithea-
tres, of which the Amphitheatrum Flavium, or Colosseum, in Rome set a 
standard after its dedication and inauguration in AD 80.2 

The potency of place at the Campidoglio 
During the Middle Ages and the early modern era, the Capitoline Hill was 
a symbolically charged site because of its connection to the two ancient 
power sites, the Capitolium and the Forum Romanum.3 The top of the hill 
was the religious centre of the ancient city, marked by the Temple of Ju-
piter Optimus Maximus, and the entire ensemble of the hill and its archi-
tecture functioned as the backdrop for the social, political and economic 

                   
1 Huerta 2007. 
2 Welch 2007, 128. 
3 Burroughs 2006, 171; Rebecchini 2013, 161. 
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centre of the Forum Romanum below. The palace of the medieval insti-
tution of the senators of Rome was erected on top of the ancient Tabular-
ium, thus quite literally appropriating antiquity into contemporary admin-
istration and space.4 

 
Figure 1. Etienne DuPérac (c. 1535–1604),”Campidoglio as redesigned by Michel-
angelo”Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae 1569 (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
www.metmuseum.org) 

The Campidoglio also functioned as a spatial link in the city. During an-
cient times, both the temples on top of the hill as well as the Tabularium 
on its hillside were oriented to the east, facing the Forum Romanum. Dur-
ing the Middle Ages, the city’s population decreased and the major inhab-
ited area moved to the Campo Marzio, north-west of the Capitoline Hill, 
demarcated by the bend in the Tiber River. Therefore the city’s nucleus 
became centred between the papal authority in the Vatican in the north-
west and the civic authority on the Capitoline Hill in the south-east.5 Look-
ing at maps of the ancient and early modern cities of Rome, this means 
that the entire city revolved and shifted its major axis. The point on which 
this revolution was made was the Capitoline Hill, which thus changed its 
facing side to the north-west. This also meant that the major piazza of the 

                   
4 Rebecchini 2013, 161–163. 
5 Stinger 1990, 139. 
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city was on the outskirts of its nucleus. However, as a testament to its 
potent symbolism, the Campidoglio was incorporated as a stop on the Via 
Papalis which connected the two papal power structures: the major shrine 
and church in San Pietro in Vaticano and the papal palace and the bishop’s 
seat in San Giovanni in Laterano.6 

As a result of its symbolism and connection to the ancient world, Cam-
pidoglio became a highly contested site, and a number of different groups 
and individuals attempted to appropriate it as their own.7 The popes saw 
themselves not only as spiritual leaders of Christendom, but also as tem-
poral rulers of Rome and the papal states, succeeding the Roman emperors 
through the (forged) donation of Constantine.8 As such, they invested in 
the civic administration of the city and its prime spatial and visual symbols, 
such as the Campidoglio. From the 15th century onwards, the popes ac-
tively tried to mark the Campidoglio as papal territory through donating 
ancient sculptures to the citizens of Rome that were placed in the buildings 
of the square, such as the Etruscan Lupa (she-wolf) and the Palla Sansonis 
(a bronze hand with an orb from a colossal statue). These were followed 
by other donations, and, in this context, the donations took the form of a 
passive-aggressive appropriation of the site.9 

The citizens of Rome, which can be roughly divided into the aristoc-
racy and commoners, also claimed ancient patronage. Aristocratic families 
sought to place a family member on the papal throne, but, if that was not 
possible, families or individuals instead invested in civic opposition against 
the papal authority.10 It was also quite common for aristocratic families to 
trace their ancestry to specific ancient Roman families; for example, the 
still-existing Massimo family claim descent from the ancient Gens Fabii 
Maximi.11 The common people formed a strong ideological-historical 
identity based on the ancient Roman Republic and, during the 12th century, 
the Roman commune was established with the ancient institution of the 
Roman Senate reinvested.12 

                   
6 Cafá 2010. 
7 Burroughs 1993, 89–90; Rebecchini 2013, 164. 
8 Stinger 1990, 135; Edwards 2005. 
9 Stinger 1990, 140. 
10 Stinger 1990, 142; Cafá 2010, 437–438. During the Renaissance, the papal 
bureaucracy expanded and was staffed with an increasing number of non-
Romans, thus eroding the power base of the local aristocracy. 
11 Cafá 2010, 437. 
12 Stinger 1990, 140; Burroughs 1993, 91; Beneš 2009, 877; Wickham 2015, 
442ff. 
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There were however another political interest of the site of the Cam-
pidoglio and that was the imperial.13 The event given as the reason for 
Michelangelo’s reconstruction of the Campidoglio was the planned entry 
of the Holy Roman emperor Charles V. As the temple of Jupiter Optimus 
Maximus was the end-point of the ancient triumphal processions, the con-
queror of Rome, through the sack of 1527, was supposed to climb the hill. 
This never happened, however, and Cooper argues that the emperor was 
knowingly diverted from the site because of its symbolism.14 

The symbolism of the Campidoglio was not passive: it conferred dig-
nity and authority on its users, and in this way it became a site of agency.15 
Through its connection to antiquity, the Campidoglio – as well as other 
charged sites and monuments in the city – was strategically exploited and 
used to express and legitimatize power. This was achieved through visual 
events such as processions, executions and public declarations.16 

The Campidoglio as theatre and stage 
The Campidoglio was not only a symbolic place and a link to antiquity, 
but also had important functions for the administration and economy of 
the city.17 In the arcade of the older Palazzo dei Conservatori were located 
the offices of the city’s different guilds, and the members of the council, a 
judicial institution, met in the apartments above. The piazza itself was 
home to the principal market of the city up until 1477, when it was moved 
to Piazza Navona.18 The Palazzo Senatorio housed the chief magistrate, 
the meeting rooms of the councillors and officials, and the law courts of 
the city.19 This building, which, as mentioned above, was built on top of 
the Tabularium, originally faced the Forum Romanum. During the Middle 
Ages and the early modern era, the forum was referred to as Campo Vac-
cino (the Cattle Field). This can be understood to mean either that what 

                   
13 Stinger 1990, 139. 
14 Burroughs 1993, 181; Cooper 2008, 199, note 11. The imperial aspirations ap-
ply to both the pope and Holy Roman emperor. It is difficult to say whether the 
emperor’s procession was diverted owing to Roman Republican animosity or 
papal imperial animosity. 
15 Rebecchini 2013, 165. 
16 Burroughs 1993; Rebecchini 2013, 169ff. 
17 Burroughs 2006, 178. 
18 Stinger 1990, 140; Burroughs 1993, 91–92. 
19 Stinger 1990, 139–140; Rebecchini 2013, 163. 



 

Michelangelo’s oval for the Campidoglio | 21  

was once the very heart of Rome had turned into a rural landscape where 
animals grazed, civilization was replaced by chaos, or nature had ultimately 
triumphed over man. However, it can also be said that the forum remained 
a very important and functional part of the city. A large part of the econ-
omy of the city was based on a very large and complex transhumance sys-
tem – this was how the baronial families of Rome made their fortune – 
and the Campo Vaccino was where the cattle were collected, taxed and 
sold.20 This connects the former forum to the Campidoglio in terms of 
symbolism and economy/administration, as laws and taxes were formu-
lated on top of the hill and the guilds of the trade had their offices there. 
It should be noted, however, that the papal intervention in moving the 
market away from the piazza, in connection with the extensive decoration 
of the same with ancient art reinforced its ceremonial function on behalf 
of the functional.21 

As a symbol of authority over the city and owing to its links to antiq-
uity, the Capitoline became the setting for the annual celebration of 
Rome’s foundation, the Palilia.22 Another important festival attached to 
the Campidoglio was the annual carnival. The rituals of this major festival 
were spread throughout the city, but they were centred in the piazza and 
the palazzi of the Capitoline.23 Burroughs argues that the importance of 
the carnival is expressed in the carnivalesque architecture Michelangelo 
designed for the Campidoglio, and this subtle connection will be discussed 
below.24 What is important here is that the Renaissance city spaces of pi-
azzas and streets should be interpreted as having ritualized and theatrical 
aspects. Political and municipal authority would have been related to ges-
tures, demeanours, costumes, props and stage devices. In Rome, this 
meant that urban sites were used to transmit political messages during the 
constant negotiation of temporal power over the city.25 Discussing Gior-
gio Vasari’s (1511–1574) Piazzale degli Uffizi in Florence (planning started 
in 1550), Fleming argues that the architect knowingly used principles from 
the theatre when designing this urban space as both a stage and a theatre.26 
The piazza is both a stage on which the citizens as actors perform the 

                   
20 Burroughs 1993, 91; Musto 2003, 31. 
21 Stinger 1990, 140–141; Cooper 2008, 182. 
22 Stinger 1990, 135, 141. 
23 Burroughs 2006, 172–174. 
24 Burroughs 1993, 96; Burroughs 2006, 172–173. 
25 Rebecchini 2013, 161, 164. 
26 Fleming 2006, 701ff. 
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rituals of negotiating power, and a theatre where the citizens as spectators 
view this drama unfolding. The main square of the city thus often becomes 
the city’s stage.27 This application of theatrical conventions to the archi-
tecture of urban spaces occurs for reasons beyond the performance of 
public rituals of power. Theatre and art developed in parallel during this 
era, and a number of theatrical plays were performed either in courtyards 
or in temporary structures, which were often erected in city squares: for 
example, the festivities for Giuliano and Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1513 on 
the Capitoline, where a theatre was built for the occasion, probably de-
signed by Giuliano da Sangallo (1443–1516).28 No theatres in the modern 
sense existed at the time, but, instead, the cities were constantly adapted 
for rituals such as ceremonial entries, triumphal processions and festivals 
through temporary architecture, props and costumed play.29 One of the 
features of the Campidoglio that is connected to this form of theatrical 
architecture is the screen function of the Palazzo Nuovo.30 

What is important here is that neither Michelangelo in the Campidoglio 
nor Vasari in Piazzale degli Uffizi wished to imitate an actual theatre or 
stage. Instead, they designed urban spaces balancing between exterior and 
interior space, setting the theatre and stage for the interaction of each city’s 
citizens.31 Theoretically, they and other Renaissance/mannerist architects 
were preoccupied with trying to identify and reproduce the appropriate 
dramatic genre of the ancient Roman theatre, as explained by Vitruvius. 
For piazzas such as the Campidoglio and Piazzale degli Uffizi, the tragic 
set, made up by classical elements, was deemed the appropriate one.32 The 
Classical architecture of the dramatic stage may be related to the conduct 
of the upper classes. For the Piazzale degli Uffizi, the triumphal arch was 
important; however, since the Campidoglio was (a contested) Republican 
space, the arch was deemed unsuitable, as it functioned as an indicator of 
a prince.33 These readings of Vitruvius were transmitted through the texts 
of writers such as Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472) and Sebastiano Serlio 
(1475–1554), who translated the text of the ancient writer into examples 

                   
27 Fleming 2006, 707–708. 
28 Stinger 1990, 143; Fleming 2006, 707. 
29 Fleming 2006, 708–709. 
30 Fleming 2006, 710, 719–720. 
31 Fleming, 2006 707, 711–712. 
32 Burroughs 1993, 95–96; Fleming 2006, 711. As a reference the comedy set 
was to be built up using architecture in the gothic style. 
33 Burroughs 1993, 91; Fleming 2006, 711. 
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of contemporary architecture.34 The readings of Vitruvius were combined 
with intensive personal study of the actual monuments.35 I argue that Mi-
chelangelo conceived of the Campidoglio as both theatre and stage, in the 
Vitruvian dramatic sense, and visualized this in reference to the most 
prominent theatrical venue from the ancient city: the Flavian Amphithea-
tre. The reference is in the oval pattern of the square, which not only mim-
ics the plan of the arena of the Colosseum but also the cavea through the 
double steps that surround it. The architectural references to an amphi-
theatre instead of a theatre, as in the case of Vasari and Piazzale degli Uf-
fizi, I argue, are a result of Michelangelo’s conception of the Campidoglio 
as an arena (in its amphitheatric sense), related to the constant struggle for 
power over its symbolism. 

The oval of the Campidoglio 
From the 15th century onwards, humanists spent a lot of time attempting 
to identify and interpret the buildings and monuments of ancient Rome. 
The focal point of their investigations was the monuments themselves, 
not the political or social processes behind them or their place in the his-
torical development of Rome. The ideal state of the monuments was not 
their contemporary and dilapidated form, but their original splendour, as 
imagined by the observer/interpreter.36 I argue that a consequence of this 
methodology was the identification and examination of the monuments’ 
basic characteristics and parts – such as the oval plan of the amphitheatre. 
In this context, I think it very unlikely that one of the biggest and most 
prominent ancient monuments, the Flavian Amphitheatre, would not have 
attracted special consideration and attention.37 

It has been suggested by Burroughs that Michelangelo made refer-
ences, and thus visual connections, to the Forum Romanum in the archi-
tecture of the Campidoglio through the use of the Corinthian order.38 Bur-
roughs also relates the peculiar Ionian capitals of Palazzo dei Conservatori, 
with their unusual scrolls and satyr heads, to the statutes of the butchers’ 

                   
34 Alberti 1991; Serlio 1996. 
35 Stinger 1990, 136; Burroughs 1993, 96; Fleming 2006, 708. 
36 Stinger 1990, 136. 
37 See Duvernoy 2015, 427–428 for a discussion on the amphitheatre as a model 
for oval church design. 
38 Burroughs 1993, 93–95. 
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guild from 1536, which exhibit the same type of scrolls.39 Burroughs dis-
cusses that the satyr heads could be a reference to the festivals and cere-
monies held at the Campidoglio. These subtle references are quite typical 
of Michelangelo, and they require both intellectual investment and thor-
ough contemplation from the observer, but always sow a seed of doubt.40 
The oval in Michelangelo’s plan should be interpreted in the same way: 
not only as a geometrical solution to the problem of how to connect the 
trapezoidal form of the piazza, but also as a reference to the ancient thea-
tre on the other side of the Forum Romanum. 

Another function of the oval of the Campidoglio is that it marks out 
both the city, and this very place within the city, as a restored Caput 
Mundi.41 This is enhanced by the slight curvature of the central square. It 
is also expressed through the radiating pattern of 12 points, which can be 
identified as a reference to the months of the year or the zodiac, thus 
providing a chronological dimension to this proposed centre of the 
world.42 

Excursion – ovals and squares 
As an excursion from the main body of the argument, I find Welch’s the-
ory of the origin of the oval amphitheatre plan quite compelling.43 Welch 
argues that the oval shape of the amphitheatre is a result of maximizing 
the use of the trapezoidal shape of the Forum Romanum when erecting 
temporary venues out of wood during the Republican era. This architec-
tural plan then became canonized through monumental stone structures, 
such as the Flavian Amphitheatre. 

More importantly for this contribution, tracing the origin of the am-
phitheatre to the forum means that the venue type also reproduced the 

                   
39 Burroughs 1993, 94f. 
40 Burroughs 1993, 100f. Fleming 2006 also states that one should be careful of 
making harsh comparisons between contemporary ways of expressions, which 
could be extended to this type of contemporary interpretation. 
41 Stinger 1990, 135. Stinger does not refer to the oval per se, but to the 
Campidoglio as a whole and the ceremonies which were held in it. However, I 
argue that the oval is a visualization of the same tendencies, and that it is the 
concept of the ’head of the world’ which is important here. 
42 In connection to the Campidoglio as Caput Mundi, the steps surrounding the 
oval could also be interpreted as illustrating an edge where the top layer of the 
earth has been shaved off to reveal the very head of the world. 
43 Welch 2003. 
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social structure of the socioeconomic centre of the city. The forum was a 
highly structured space in which decorum dictated who acted where, and 
when; this also applied to the amphitheatres, where divided tiers of seats 
were assigned depending on social/political status, wealth, and gender. 

I do not think that Michelangelo knew about, and tried to reproduce, 
the connection between the amphitheatre and the forum, between oval 
and square, in his design for the Campidoglio. I do, however, believe that 
the study of ancient amphitheatres included thoughts on the way specta-
tors were organized.44 

The maniera of the oval 
Like the colossal order of the pilasters on the façades of the palazzi of the 
Campidoglio, the oval is a mannerist move away from Renaissance rigidity 
and the acceptance of the circle as the absolute geometrical form.45 In this 
regard, as mannerism, the oval of the Campidoglio is but one example of 
the interest in the elongated arch – something that can also be found in 
different mediums by Michelangelo’s peers and colleagues.46 

While working on the design of the Campidoglio, Michelangelo was 
aided by a Spaniard named Juan Bautista de Toledo (c. 1515–1567), who 
joined the bottega of the master in 1534. When Michelangelo became the 
architect of San Pietro in Vaticano in 1546, de Toledo became his second 
in command. He stayed at Michelangelo’s side until 1548 when he left for 
Naples and eventually for the court of Philip II in Madrid. There, starting 
in 1561, he was given the task of designing El Escorial, which is noted, 
among many things, for the use of domes with an oval plan.47 

As Michelangelo’s second in command, de Toledo was replaced by 
Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola (1507–1573), who worked closely with Mi-
chelangelo from the 1550s onwards, and eventually replaced him as master 
architect of San Pietro in 1564 and continued his work. In 1552, Barozzi 
da Vignola, working on Villa Giulia, was commissioned by Pope Julius III 
to build a chapel celebrating the pope’s escape from the troops of Charles 

                   
44 For example: Alberti 1991, ChaVII & VIII; Serlio 1996, XVII, XXVIII, 154–
156, 162–164, 167. 
45 Rosin 2001, 58–59. 
46 Kyer West 1978, 711; Huerta 2007, 224ff. Both Leonardo da Vinci and 
Albrecht Dürer worked with methods such as the elongated arch for drawing 
ovals. 
47 López Mozo 2011, 569–597. 
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V during the sack of Rome in 1527. The result, Sant’Andrea in via Fla-
minia, is a small chapel not far from the villa. In the history of architecture 
it is thought to be of great importance, as it is the first example in modern 
times of a dome with an oval plan and section, and as such is a progenitor 
of the many oval churches from the Baroque era.48 Barozzi would later 
design another oval church, Sant’Anna dei Palafreneri, the church of the 
Vatican grooms, in 1583. Also, one of his pupils, Francesco Capriani (da 
Volterra) (c. 1535–1594), designed the oval-planned San Giacomo in Au-
gusta in 1592, which was eventually finished by Carlo Maderno (1556–
1629) in 1600.49 

Before working with Michelangelo in Rome, Barozzi da Vignola spent 
some years at Fontainebleau outside of Paris during the 1540s, working 
on the palace for the French king Françoise I. While there, Barozzi met 
Serlio, who had come to France after spending time in Venice when he 
left the bottega of Baldassare Peruzzi (1481–1536) because of the sack of 
Rome.50 Serlio has gone down in history as one of the great architectural 
theorists of the Renaissance era. Six of the seven books and one appendix 
of his I sette libri were published during the 16th century (the remaining 
book and appendix were published during the 20th century). Of even 
greater interest here is that the first book, which is on geometry and was 
published in Paris in 1545, contains four examples of how to geometrically 
calculate oval plans for architectural use.51 The fifth book, which is on 
temples and was published in Paris in 1547, contains a plan and section of 
an oval church.52 Serlio owes a great deal to his teacher Peruzzi and makes 
no effort to hide the importance of the latter for his treatise. He also in-
corporated pictures based on Peruzzi’s sketches, and it is evident that the 
master had worked on the oval as a geometry for architectural plans.53 

What is evident here is the close personal connection between progen-
itors of the oval form in architecture during the 16th century. There is a 
link between Michelangelo, de Toledo and Barozzi, as well as between 
Barozzi, Serlio and Peruzzi. One might argue that this connection is simply 
coincidental and of no consequence. For instance, work on the Campido-
glio progressed extremely slowly, with most of it being executed during 

                   
48 Huerta 2007, 232; Duvernoy 2015, 427. 
49 Duvernoy 2015, 437f. 
50 Duvernoy 2015, 430. 
51 Serlio 1996, 26f. 
52 Serlio 1996, 402f. 
53 Rosin 2001, 59; Huerta 2007, 230. 
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the 17th century, and the paving itself – which is designed in the oval pat-
tern that is the raison d'être for this contribution – was not laid until the 
1940s. However, there is a widely published engraving of Michelangelo’s 
design of the Campidoglio by the French artist Etienne DuPérac (c. 1525–
1604) from 1568, which clearly depicts the oval and its pattern.54 The de-
sign was thus not a secret, but rather was widely known. 

Another argument that challenges the connections between the pro-
genitors is the constant animosity between different artist factions in 
Rome at the time – something that would speak against collaborations in 
terms of both the sharing of ideas and practices.55 It is difficult to deter-
mine, based on the historical sources, whether this quarrelling actually oc-
curred, and, if it did, what effect this had. Guliano da Sangallo (1445–1516) 
is described as a trustee and aid of Michelangelo,56 but Vasari describes 
how Michelangelo disparaged Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane’s (1484–
1546) model for San Pietro in front of the whole Sangallo party and urged 
the pope to dismiss the entire Sangallo administration.57 Furthermore, at 
the same time as Donato Bramante (1444–1514) was acting as Michelan-
gelo’s rival, even archenemy, in Rome, the latter was exhibiting great ad-
miration for Bramante as an architect.58 Peruzzi helped Bramante and San-
gallo with their work on San Pietro, something that would thus situate him 
– and Serlio – on the opposite side from Michelangelo and associates.59 

If there were any factions and resulting problems of cooperation, a link 
may yet be found in Barozzi. Before the sack of Rome he was too young 
to be personally invested in any quarrelling. Also, he became acquainted 
with Serlio at Fontainebleau, a long way from any possible feuding in 
Rome. 

Instead, it seems that an interest in a theoretical approach to antiquity 
– one that placed art before nature – was something that linked the above-
mentioned re-inventors of the oval in architecture. It is interesting that 
each of the works discussed here – whether building, plan or text – had a 
major impact on the development of architecture. Serlio’s (and Peruzzi’s) 

                   
54 DuPérac 1569, Vol. 1, plate 14. 
55 Michelangelo is well known for his dislike of and quarrels with other artists – 
something that supposedly started at a young age in Florence. See Goffen 2002, 
70f. 
56 Robertson 1986. 
57 Vasari 1998. Another stand-off between Michelangelo and Antonio da San-
gallo is described in Buonarroti 1963, 264. 
58 Robertson 1986, 100f. 
59 Huppert 2009, 168. 
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texts were distributed throughout Europe; de Toledo’s domes prompted 
new architectural theory in Spain and France;60 and Michelangelo’s and 
Barozzi’s works in Rome laid the foundation for the Baroque architecture 
of the 17th century. 

Conclusion 
The aim of this contribution was to describe and discuss the possibility of 
a direct connection between Michelangelo’s design for the Campidoglio 
and the ancient Flavian Amphitheatre. By demonstrating the symbolism 
of the Capitoline and the importance of the site for municipal government 
and the economy of the city, the Campidoglio was established as a highly 
loaded and contested site with strong links to various groups’ conception 
of antiquity. Furthermore, the urban spaces of the Renaissance city could 
– and in this case should – be regarded as functioning in accordance with 
theatrical conventions, which transformed piazza and street into both the-
atre and stage. This functioned as part of a widespread antiquarian ap-
proach to the ancient theatre, which was translated into contemporary ar-
chitecture through both textual studies and the intensive study and map-
ping of ancient remains. 

Michelangelo’s design for Campidoglio reveals an understanding of the 
theatricality of urban space, the Capitoline’s connection with antiquity and 
the ritualized struggle for power over the city both directly and subtly in 
his design for the piazza and palazzi, such as the screen façade of the 
Palazzo Nuovo, the Ionian capitals of the palazzi and the oval shape of 
the piazza. This use of the oval as an architectural shape should also be 
understood as a mannerist move away from the earlier Renaissance’s rev-
erence of the circle. Michelangelo’s use of the oval at the Campidoglio is 
thus closely connected to other progenitors of this important architectural 
form, such as Sebastiano Serlio, Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola and Juan 
Bautista de Toledo. Michelangelo’s use of the oval is highly site-specific 
but also part of a wider architectural discourse in transition. 
  

                   
60 See López Mozo, 2011. 
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2. Drawing maps and drinking 
beer: Young inhabitants’ 

perceptions of Rome 

Rosalie Anne Post 

Rome is a multicultural thriving city, like many other cities are today. As it 
offers a number of large universities and job and career opportunities, the 
city attracts young people from Italy and beyond, who mingle with the 
young people that grew up in Rome itself. As a result, Rome’s young in-
habitants are an eclectic group: international exchange students, transna-
tional students and local students, as well as young working people from 
many parts of Europe and the wider world. Some stay for only a month, 
others for years, and others settle in Rome for good. Walking through 
Trastevere, a borough west of the Tiber, on a Friday night, this eclecticism 
is visible and palpable; most of the people you see on the streets and in 
the bars are under 30, and they are speaking with one another in a myriad 
of languages. 

Rome also has a very rich heritage. More so than many other cities, 
Rome is old. Avenues, churches, monuments, statues, museums and old 
buildings are to be found on almost every street corner. The city has ex-
isted for millennia, and in many places layers upon layers of civilization 
exist on top of and next to one another. 

What can we make of this relationship between a very old city and its 
young inhabitants? Is it a contrast or do they go together? In what ways 
do the young inhabitants appreciate Rome’s heritage? In short, how do 
young adult inhabitants of Rome relate to the city, and do locals and non-
locals relate to it differently?  

During the research trip that the authors of this volume undertook to 
Rome, I approached these questions by asking young inhabitants of Rome 
to draw maps of the city. Drawing maps is an interesting ethnographic 
research technique. When you ask people to draw from memory, they will 
draw the buildings, streets, neighbourhoods and landmarks that stand out 
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in their mind as being most important. Comparing maps drawn by differ-
ent people gives an impression of how people view the urban environment 
in which they live, as well as how they interact with the heritage that sur-
rounds them. 

Current urban sociological research focuses increasingly on how global 
cities seem to become more akin to one another. Sociologist Saskia Sassen, 
for example, observes that global cities, rather than reflecting their respec-
tive surrounding hinterlands, look increasingly similar to one another. Fur-
thermore, there is a flow of migration between global cities, and, as a re-
sult, many “urban residents begin to experience the local as a type of mi-
croenvironment with global span.” Highly educated people, as well as peo-
ple pursuing higher education, are an important part of this flow.1 Sassen’s 
observations suggest that international and local people, whether they are 
passing through or permanent residents, begin viewing and experiencing 
the city in increasingly similar ways.  

In this contribution, I will present the maps drawn by the young peo-
ple, as well as some information about these people. Then, I will compare 
the maps and try to connect them to questions of urban meaning-making. 
First, however, I will discuss current scholarship on how city identity and 
personal identity influence one another. 

City identity through memory and meaning-making 
A large part of Rome’s heritage, whether stretching back 100 or 2,000 
years, is linked to ideas of nationalism and imperialism. Geographers At-
kinson and Cosgrove write that, particularly in Rome, monuments were 
built, for example, in the early 1900s to “signif[y] a modified but still clearly 
recognizable manipulation of the architectural and urbanistic motifs of 
Imperial Rome in order to relate the modern national metropolis to a con-
tinuous heritage of European cultural supremacy.”2 Rome more than most 
other places has centuries of city planners, architects and artists who tried 
to imprint their proud feelings about the city’s history on the urban land-
scape.  

                   
1 See Altbach & Knight 2007, 300‒302; Healey 2008, 337‒342. 
2 Atkinson & Cosgrove 1998, 29. 
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In general, cities tend to be filled with symbolic meaning and land-
marks that signify the past: “cities serve as powerful symbols and reposi-
tories of memory”, wrote the geographers Rose-Redwood et al.3 Studying 
urban symbols of memory offers an opportunity to discover how different 
groups and communities in society view and construct the city. Land-
marks, buildings, statues and monuments in particular, the anthropologist 
Nas argues, tend to possess official meanings (as is the intention of their 
creators), but simultaneously “informal references may be attached to 
them, enforcing, neutralizing and even counteracting the original inten-
tion.” Therefore, we can speak of urban commemorative symbols as hav-
ing a ‘polyvocal nature’, meaning that one symbol has different meanings 
simultaneously.4 Mowla, a professor of architecture and urban design, 
points out that, to ordinary people who live in and use the city, landmarks 
and other commemorative symbols are also signifiers in a different way, 
namely signifiers of space.5 He writes: “the places of everyday urban life 
are, by their nature, mundane, ordinary and constantly reused, and their 
social and political meanings are often not obvious.”6  

Scholars such as Mowla and Nas thus emphasize that the significance 
of a monument is subjective. This is a relatively new way of looking at the 
symbolic interactions between cities and their citizens. As historian Pierre 
Nora famously pointed out in 1989, the way we look at our history has 
changed greatly in the recent past. Whereas history and collective memory 
were previously closely intertwined, now, Nora argues, history has become 
a scientific pursuit, which has made it a representation, a reorganization of 
the past, and our memory has become “nothing more than sifted and 
sorted historical traces.”7 Collective memory as such is no longer conse-
crated in milieux de mémoire, environments of memory; rather, Nora posits, 
we now have lieux de mémoire – a new category of objects and actions that 
channel public memory, to ensure that history, absolute as it is becoming, 
will not be devoid of meaning:8  

Lieux de mémoire originate with the sense that there is no spontaneous 
memory, that we must deliberately create archives, maintain anniversaries, 

                   
3 Rose-Redwood et al. 2008, 162. 
4 Nas 1998, 547. 
5 Mowla 2004, 2. 
6 Mowla 2004, 3. 
7 Nora 1989, 8. 
8 Nora 1989, 7. 
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organize celebrations, pronounce eulogies, and notarize bills because such 
activities no longer occur naturally.9  

In other words, according to Nora, collective memory is disappearing, his-
tory has become cold and scientific, and individuals are losing their con-
nection with a shared past and present. 

When Mowla claims that the places of everyday life are mundane and 
that commemorative symbols are used as signifiers of space, in a way he 
is agreeing with Nora. Mowla refers to Young, who argues that, instead of 
thinking of a ‘collective’ memory, we should consider a ‘collected’ 
memory, which is “many discrete memories that are gathered into com-
mon memorial spaces and assigned common meaning.”10 In other words, 
according to Mowla as well as Nora, the idea of a collective memory that 
everyone shares is no longer current. On the other hand, an argument can 
be made against Nora because, according to the current view of polyvocal 
urban memory, including Mowla’s, memory is not only private but also 
public, and history is not in danger of becoming devoid of meaning; the 
meaning of each symbol is merely changing. Mowla continues: “Public 
memory is an aggregate collection of its members’ many memories. People 
share forms of memory, even the memories generated from them, but not 
the same memory.”11 In addition, geographers Crang and Graham argue 
that, in cities today, little stories and memories are myriad and circulating 
and produce ‘proliferating knowledges’, knowledges that tumble over one 
another, combine and split, or exist in parallel.12  

Therefore, even though memory is still shared, it seems to be more 
individualistic than before, as Nora predicted. Where previously national 
identity was signified by monuments, now these seem linked to individual 
identity. Individuals constantly reinterpret, and reinvent, the meaning of 
landmarks, and thereby redefine their own identities. To quote Mowla 
again: “Our personal histories and identities are interwoven with space and 
places. We attribute to places a personal memory-tagging which marks 
them in our mind. In this way we might say that we need to remember in 

                   
9 Nora 1989, 12. 
10 Mowla 2004, 3; Young 1993.  
11 Mowla 2004, 3. 
12 Crang & Graham 2007, 813. 
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order to have an identity and sense of place.”13 How we view our sur-
roundings is thus inextricably linked, through memory, with our identities 
and the identities of our surroundings.  

If collective memory has become collected memory, it follows that 
how individuals remember and interpret public space is a measure of the 
value of that space.14 A landmark, a street corner and a patch of grass by 
the waterfront can be equally relevant, and equally part of a city’s heritage. 
Memory and meaning-making are what lie between the city and the indi-
vidual when history is being formed and reformed. 

Thus, if we want to determine the meaning of commemorative and 
urban heritage today, we must look at how the city and the individual in-
teract. In this contribution, the drawing of maps is used to examine how 
individuals experience the city and relate to their environment. The draw-
ing of maps can be viewed as a version of “memory telling research”, 
which results in the display of “the interface between personal and social 
worlds.”15 Asking an individual to draw a map of their surroundings is one 
way of connecting individual experience with the urban environment, 
which gives us valuable insight into processes of meaning-making and can 
propel us “toward a more concrete and rich understanding of how identity 
is constructed and communicated.”16  

Maps and the people who drew them 
In order to find students or young people to talk to, I went to a local bar 
in the hip, young part of town: Trastevere. I picked a very busy bar and 
later moved to a few other bars to make sure I gained a good impression 
of the variety of young people who live in Rome. In the end, six people at 
two different bars in Trastevere drew maps of Rome in my notebook. All 
of them enjoyed the task. Here, I will present the maps one by one, as well 
as the people who drew them. Then, I will make some comparative obser-
vations. In the conclusion, I will connect the maps to questions of urban 
meaning-making.  

                   
13 Mowla 2004, 1. 
14 Mowla 2004, 2. 
15 McLean 2005, 689. 
16 McLean 2005, 689. 
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Fig. 1. Map drawn by Jack, 21, from the United States, in Rome for two weeks. 

Jack was the first person who agreed to draw a map. Jack was a 21-year-
old American exchange student, who intended to spend one month in 
Rome. He walked by with a big group of American exchange students on 
their way to a party. Jack had arrived in Rome only two weeks previously, 
and thus had two weeks left. His priorities in Rome seemed to be studying 
and partying, rather than visiting tourist sites or enjoying the scenery. He 
said that everything in Rome was beautiful and amazing and that he was 
having the time of his life. He drew question marks on his map (Fig. 1), 
and he was hesitant about the location of places such as his university and 
his house.  
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Fig. 2. Map drawn by Arianna and Giulia, 25, Italy, born and raised in Rome. 

The second map was drawn by Arianna with the help of her friend Giulia. 
Both women were 25 years old and born and raised in Rome. They had 
just graduated from university. They spent a long time drawing the map 
and discussing in Italian which places should be included and their exact 
locations. Consequently, their map (Fig. 2) is detailed and carefully drawn, 
and includes many different things such as their primary school, high 
school, several universities, districts for shopping and socializing, and even 
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streets and squares for protesting the government, and squatted buildings 
where community projects take place. They told me about the community 
projects they were involved in, such as a clothes-swap market in the court-
yard of a squatted building (Cinodromo). They drew some landmarks, 
such as the central station, but these seemed to function more as points 
of reference than anything else.  

Artur, who drew the third map (Fig. 3), was 25 years old, just like Ari-
anna and Giulia, and had moved to Rome from Brazil after graduating 
from high school. He worked as a painter in a workspace called ‘Lanificio 
159’. He drew his house, his place of work, the central station and his 
church, and also a few ‘good’ metro stops. He explained that he bikes to 
a metro stop halfway between his house and his job and then takes the 
metro the rest of the way. He also drew a district “where the beer is 
cheap”, and he included messy scratches for the city centre, as he felt there 
were too many tourists there, and even wrote “Selfie! Selfie!” on his map. 
His map does contain some landmarks, but he did not write down their 
names; he just drew a pyramid and concentric circles.  

 
Fig. 3. Map drawn by Artur, 25, from Brazil, in Rome for four years. 

Outside the second bar I visited, I met Samantha, who drew the fourth 
map (Fig. 4). Samantha was an American student, aged 21, who had been 
living in Rome for two years, doing an international undergraduate degree 
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at the American university in Rome. Samantha was the first not to draw a 
classic map, with north at the top; in fact, on her map, south is at the top. 
Even though she worked on it for over 10 minutes, the map is quite sparse, 
as if she drew it quickly. She thought a lot about what to include on the 
map and what she considered important or unimportant. She drew the 
area where she lived and wrote ‘cheap rent, pork, Thai food’ underneath, 
as well as several campuses of the American university and more food 
shops. Her map contains only three landmarks, and she is the only one 
who drew main roads.  

 
Fig. 4. Map drawn by Samantha, 21, from the United States, in Rome for two 
years.  

While Samantha was drawing her map, her friend Chadiedja came up to 
me and asked what we were doing. She turned out to be from the Neth-
erlands, like me, and seemed incredibly passionate about drawing a map. 
What she drew, however, is not a map in the classical ‘bird’s-eye view’ 
sense, but more her vision or interpretation of Rome as a city (Fig. 5). 
Chadiedja was 22 years old, and had just finished a Bachelor’s degree in 
Development Studies at the American university in Rome. She had volun-
teered in soup kitchens in her spare time for the past two years. To her, 
Rome was a place of duality, a city that, on the one hand, is very rich in 
terms of its history and in a contemporary material sense, but, on the other 
hand, has a poor underbelly. She divided the paper in two, and drew a 
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church, a skyscraper, statues and monuments at the top; and homeless 
people, mud, refugees and dirt at the bottom. At the top she wrote: “Beau-
tiful buildings and splendour. Big churches and riches. My university with 
all the rich kids with loose ends.” At the bottom, she wrote: “Garbage and 
poverty. Noise, pollution and the gems of society: the homeless and the 
refugees.” The map is divided in two by a thick line. At first she said this 
was the river, but later she said we should not interpret this to mean that 
the two banks of the Tiber are different, but rather that the rich and the 
poor are intermingled all over the city, which is why she eventually drew 
arrows emanating from the river.  

 
Fig. 5. Map drawn by Chadiedja, 22, from the Netherlands, in Rome for two years. 

The sixth and final map (Fig. 6) was drawn by Manuela, an 18-year-old 
American art history student, who had been in Rome for one year. As an 
art history student, living in Rome was her dream, and she found it amaz-
ing to be so close to her objects of study. As she often visited the old 
buildings, to Manuela life in Rome was very connected to the tourist land-
marks, and she felt that they were extremely beautiful. She drew the Piazza 
Navona in a heart because it is her favourite square; she said she goes there 
as often as possible and sits and looks around for hours. She did not draw 
the river on her map, except for representing it by a few squiggly lines; 
rather, she started drawing her house and then the routes she walks 
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through the city. She drew a donkey at a sandwich shop called ‘Donkey 
Punch’, as well as some of her favourite bars and her university campus.  

 
Fig. 6. Map drawn by Manuela, 18, from the United States, in Rome for one year.  

Analysis 
These six maps are very different from one another. Everybody, at the 
very least, indicated the Tiber, which flows through the middle of Rome 
and divides the city in two, and thus is a natural signifier for orientating 
yourself when moving around town. Everybody except Chadiedja (Fig. 5) 
drew the Colosseum and Trastevere, where I met the participants and 
asked them to draw the maps. Apart from that, everybody seemed to con-
sider different things to be important. As I approached these people in the 
middle of a night out, none of them felt like they had a lot of time because 
they wanted to get back to their night out. This made them prioritize and 
draw the things they felt were essential to their experience of living in 
Rome.  

If we assume that these maps represent the essence of the daily lives 
of the different mapmakers, and their relationship to the city, the contrasts 
between the views of the participants are stark. There is a clear contrast, 
for example, between Jack’s (Fig. 1) and Chadiedja’s (Fig. 5) maps. Jack 
said everything in the city was beautiful and amazing, while Chadiedja 
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drew and underlined poverty and dirt. A possible explanation is that Chad-
iedja had been living in Rome for a number of years, so perhaps the other 
side of the city had become more evident to her over time. On the other 
hand, the two maps drawn by the people who had been living in Rome 
the longest – Arianna and Giulia (Fig. 2) and Artur (Fig. 3) – do not depict 
poverty and dirt in the same way as Chadiedja’s map. Maybe they were 
more accustomed to poverty and dirt, growing up in Rome itself and a 
large Brazilian city respectively, than Chadiedja, who grew up in a small 
town in the Netherlands. Either way, it is interesting to find poverty and 
dirt depicted on a map. 

There is also a contrast between Samantha’s (Fig. 4) and Manuela’s (Fig. 
6) maps, not so much in terms of their perception of what is important, 
but more in the way they represent their respective cognitive cities. Sa-
mantha seems to be more of a schematic thinker, whereas Manuela’s map 
is somewhat dreamy. The manner in which each spoke of Rome also ex-
emplified this contrast: Samantha was pragmatic, and Manuela was more 
of a romantic. They came from similar backgrounds, were undergraduate 
students and had lived in Rome for longer than a year, but the way they 
thought about and represented the urban fabric of the city was still differ-
ent, most likely due to differences in personality and experience. As when 
comparing Chadiedja’s, Arianna and Giulia’s, and Artur’s maps, it is clear 
that the perception of the individual informs processes of memory and 
meaning-making.  

Conclusions  
In the Introduction, I posed questions on how young inhabitants relate to 
an old city’s heritage. Rome’s heritage does not seem overly present in the 
maps drawn by its young inhabitants; their focus seems to lie more on 
their houses, schools, jobs and social lives. This should not be surprising, 
as these are the things most people in the world concentrate on. However, 
heritage is present in the maps, and, as the literature suggests, inhabitants 
of any city do interact with urban heritage and attribute meanings and ideas 
to the environment around them. Nora’s lieux de mémoire are perhaps not 
present in the maps in the way he envisioned, but collected memory and 
meaning-making definitely is.  



 

Drawing maps and drinking beer | 43  

I also suggested previously that there could be a difference between 
local and non-local inhabitants, and this is possible, but the only conclu-
sion arising from the six maps is that the longer you live in a city, the more 
places and spaces in that city become part of your world and your rela-
tionship to the city. If memory is what links the individual to the city, then 
of course this is not surprising either. Thus, Sassen’s prediction that in-
habitants will view global cities as increasingly alike in the future cannot 
be disproven here; it could be that the more an individual moves between 
cities, the less time they have to make meaning in a particular city, and 
therefore the cities will indeed seem more alike to them.  

In conclusion, different people draw different maps because of their 
different personalities, and meaning-making begins with this. It begins 
with the perceptual city, not the artefact. Drawing metro stops and late-
night sandwich shops is then a more immediate way of meaning-making 
and relating to the city than drawing the Colosseum. If each of the indi-
viduals who drew these maps one day travel to another part of the world 
and are asked to describe Rome, they will each remember it differently, 
and each will thus represent Rome, a city that has been thoughtfully de-
signed and planned for centuries by thousands of architects and rulers, in 
an individual, meaning-making way.  
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3. Egypt’s role in the city of Rome: 
How Egyptian obelisks became a 
natural part of the modern city 

scenery 

Lucas Berzén 

When you spend time in the city of Rome you are struck by the presence 
of the city’s long history. In many areas around the city a lot of integrated 
buildings and objects are thousands of years old. In most of the public 
squares, erected obelisks are a natural part of the mixed scenery. Many 
might not think about it, but these objects are in some cases more than 
some thousand years older than the city itself, even though they today 
seem like a natural part of the eternal city. Even in the St. Peter’s Square, 
the catholic centre of the Christian world, there is an obelisk erected, a 
monument of dedication for the Egyptian pharaoh and a symbol of the 
god Ra.  

 
Fig. 1. Obelisk in front of Pantheon, Rome. 
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Many people may not consider the timespan when talking about the an-
cient Mediterranean societies (Egyptian, Greek or Roman), but that does 
not mean that these societies did not consider nor gave it severe im-
portance. Today we say that the western society has its roots in the ancient 
Greek and Roman societies, but how was their history used and consid-
ered during those ancient times? When the Romans first came to Egypt 
most of the monuments and temples already were some thousand years 
old. For example, the first obelisk moved to Rome was made in the time 
of 9th Dynasty c. 2100 BC, in dedication to Seti I and his son Ramses II, 
the latter who reigned c. 1279 BC until his death in 1213, i.e. over a mil-
lennium before the Roman Empire came into being1. And in the time of 
Ramses II the pyramids of Giza were already more than a thousand years 
old. Just to give some perspective of the timespan over these “ancient” 
societies. 

Today, more or less, every major city in the western world has obelisks 
erected in public squares and places of power. How did these foreign mon-
uments become a natural part of the scenery in the city of Rome and of 
the western world?      

Egypt became a Roman province in 30 BC. and about half a century 
later you could find Egyptian obelisks erected in three different locations 
within the city of Rome. Today there are thirteen ancient obelisks erected 
in Rome, eight original Egyptian and five made in Egypt by the order of 
the Roman emperors. Today none of them are standing in their original 
position. A fourteenth, the Axum obelisk, was taken as booty by Mussolini 
from Ethiopia in 1937. It was returned in 2005 in accordance with the 
agreement concluded as early as 1947, which stipulated that return would 
take place before 1997. Modern obelisks are also found in the city. 

During history Rome has fallen and risen again over the centuries. The 
fall of Rome as the ancient capital is usually set at 476 BC. when the im-
perial capital was moved to Constantinople (today’s Istanbul). The people 
in power moved from Rome but the city was still very much alive and a 
lot of people still lived in the area of the city. During medieval times the 
city was to endure several earthquakes that destroyed monumental build-
ings like the colosseum and many of the obelisks fell to the ground. As the 
city became the center of the Catholic Church and home of the pope dur-
ing the 14th century the Egyptian monuments started to be risen once 
again.  

                   
1 Parker 2010. 
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The ancient city of Rome can be seen as a large testament of power, a 
place that was built to display the vast wealth and influence of the Roman 
Empire. Bringing home pieces of the empire to display for its citizens were 
of great interest for the emperors. In the Colosseum animals from distant 
regions where shown for the public, such as tigers from Asia, and lions 
and rhinos from Africa. Bringing “home” pieces of the empire became a 
natural part of the expanding Rome. Being able to bring something from 
an old and powerful nation such as Egypt became a statement of power. 
During time these obelisks and other pieces of distant nations became a 
part of the city’s own identity ‒ a way of claiming power by owning pieces 
of the past.  

By importing goods from the empire 
Rome became an architectural blend of 
the countries surrounding the Mediterra-
nean2. In that mix Egyptian influence be-
came a central part. Somehow the obe-
lisks and other Egyptian expressions be-
came a part of the city’s identity and there-
fore endured the centuries. Most of the 
obelisks that stand in the city today have 
stood in their present location since the 
18th and 19th century but been a part of 
the city’s scenery for centuries before that. 
Most of the obelisks are today dedicated 
to the popes that made them in to the 
Christian monuments they are today. In 
most cases you can see a Christian cross 
on the top of the obelisk. Above you can 
see the Bernini elephant and obelisk in 
front of one of Rome’s many churches 
constructed by order of Pope Alexander 
VII during the 17th century3.   

 
  

                   
2 Versluys 2010. 
3 Heckscher 1947. 

Fig. 2. Bernini’s obelisk and elephant. 
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How the church made the obelisk one of their symbols of power can 
be explained in the same way of the old emperors, as a way of owning the 
past. The most prominent of these Christian monuments is the obelisk in 
St. Peter’s Square.  

 
Fig. 3. The obelisk at St. Peter's square. 

The obelisk was moved to its present location in 1586 at the instigation of 
Pope Sixtus V and his architect Domenico Fontana. At that time, it was 
known that the obelisk was brought to Rome from Egypt by the Roman 
emperors and it could be seen as a symbol of that time. Popular legends 
during the middle ages told that the golden orb at the top the needle con-
tained the ashes of Julius Caesar himself. For the Pope, the obelisk in its 
new setting therefore became a symbol of the Church’s triumph over pa-
ganism4. A cross was placed on top of the obelisk and on the base the 
inscription “Behold the Cross of the Lord! Flee adversaries, the Lion of 
Judah has conquered”5 was written. This obelisk is also the only in Rome 
that doesn’t have any ancient inscriptions on the actual monolith.  

The ways monuments have been used and reused through time have 
made a grave impact of the way we experience many cities today. You may 

                   
4 McClendon 1989, 42. 
5 The Obelisk of St. Peter’s square. 
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not think of ancient Egypt when they are in places like Washington D.C. 
or central Buenos Aires, but the legacy is there and quite prominent.  

 
Fig. 4. Avenida 9 de Julio, Buenos Aires. 
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4. Christian church practice 

Julia Litborn 

The churches of Rome are visited by millions of people every year, each 
visitor having their own reasons for their visit. The churches are used by 
locals who are entering a church maybe once a year, once a week or every 
day for worship, as well as by pilgrims visiting from all over the world. At 
the same time, millions of tourists come, some with non-religious aims, 
for example to admire the architecture or to get a sense of history. Regard-
less of the reasons for their visit, all visitors share the same space at the 
same time. As Holderness describes it, ‘the city embraces them all, secular 
and sacred, pilgrim and tourist, and allows space for them continuing co-
existence’.1    

My interest in church rooms and religious practice stems from my own 
experience of how different kinds of church rooms prompt different re-
actions. When entering a Catholic baroque church in Rome, it is easy to 
be overwhelmed by the breath-taking effect of the rich interior, paintings 
and sculptures that seem to embrace you from every part of the room. In 
contrast, the experience of visiting a Reformed church elsewhere in Eu-
rope, which are often characterized by white-washed walls and the absence 
of paintings and sculptures, often gives a minimalist feeling and leaves 
worshipers alone with their thoughts and prayers. These different effects 
are largely due to differences in architecture and ornamentation, or what 
perhaps can be better described as a general lack of ornamentation in Re-
formed churches when compared to their Catholic counterparts. This 
raises the following question: why do church architecture and ornamenta-
tion in different religious contexts differ? To answer this question satis-
factorily, one must not only examine ideas within architectonic trends and 
periods, but also the aims and wills of the church authorities who com-
missioned the building, renovation and decoration of the churches, be-
cause, as Mulett writes, the arts have always been used ‘as media for pur-
poses of doctrinal instruction and the raising of religious consciousness’.2 

Therefore, the aim of this contribution is first to give a very short over-
view of how Christian church rooms and practices in Europe have evolved 

                   
1 Holderness 2009, 348. 
2 Mulett 1999, 196. 
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over time in relation to religious ideas. I will thereafter demonstrate how 
the effect of the architecture and interior of the church room on the wor-
shipper may be analysed using Michel Foucault’s theory of governmental-
ity. I will also examine contemporary church practice, both Swedish Lu-
theran and European Catholic. Here, I will investigate how general differ-
ences between Catholic and Swedish Lutheran churches lead to differ-
ences in church practice. I will do so by using examples from fieldwork 
conducted with the node in Rome in May 2015, as well as from fieldwork 
conducted in Warsaw in April 2013 by my former study group at the Uni-
versity of Copenhagen, which included Marie Dylov, Laura Græns and 
Pernille Hammershøj Madsen. By using observations from churches in 
Rome, I will also demonstrate how large-scale tourism sometimes puts 
limits to co-existence with worshippers, thus nuancing the above quote 
from Holderness that the churches of Rome embrace all kinds of visitors. 

By providing examples of contemporary discussions and new ideals 
within the Swedish Lutheran church, I will further demonstrate that there 
is within the Swedish Lutheran Church a widespread awareness of how 
the churchgoer is affected by the church room. Finally, I will demonstrate 
how church rooms and church practice continue to evolve together with 
changes in society and Increased communication between churches. 

The aim of this contribution is to demonstrate that it is crucial to study 
church interiors and practices in order to understand the Church’s influ-
ence on society as well as upon the individual worshipper, and that 
changes in society call for changes in church practice as well as new archi-
tectonic solutions. This contribution will focus on the Lutheran churches 
of Sweden and the Catholic churches of Poland and Italy, as these are the 
countries in which I gathered my material. 

Historical overview: Catholic and Lutheran church 
rooms and practice 
In the following section, I provide a short overview of the prevailing reli-
gious views in Europe with regard to Catholic and Scandinavian Lutheran 
churches and how these have influenced the interiors of churches. 

During the Middle Ages, physical movement within the church defined 
church practice. Churches were designed for processions, and worship-
pers had to stand during the service (this was before permanent pews were 
installed). Paintings were hung to create a path through the church nave, 
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and this meant that the worshipper went on a short pilgrimage through 
the church room. Thus, the worshipper visiting the church outside mass 
time was expected to walk from painting to painting to say their prayers.3 
Paintings and motifs were crucial for understanding theology, as literacy 
remained low. Additionally, only the preaching was spoken in the local 
language, and the ordinary visitor would not have understood much of the 
content of the ceremonies, which were spoken in Latin.4 For the typical 
churchgoer, worshipping was therefore largely a physical, visual and emo-
tional experience. 

During the Lutheran Reformation of the 16th century, focus was di-
rected towards intellectual aspects of religion, with the Word of God 
placed at the centre of religious worship. With this new focus, physical and 
visual expressions of emotion as well as physical movement (but not feel-
ings) had to be suppressed, or at least underplayed.5 With the strengthened 
focus on the Word and the full sermon now being given in the local lan-
guage, pulpits, which were given small roofs to provide better acoustics, 
became one of the central pieces of the Reformed church space.6 Fixed 
pews further stressed the role of the congregation as a receiving audience 
and introduced a more static orientation within the church room.7 

In addition to the above changes, many Lutheran churches were white-
washed with chalk to cover motifs.8 Furthermore, as worshipping saints 
was abolished, motifs and sculptures that had anything to do with this 
were removed or painted over. In particular, motifs and symbols associ-
ated with femininity were removed, as femininity itself, associated with 
‘emotionality and corporeality’, did not fit the reformed patriarchal ideals 
of calm intellectual piety. The removal of saint worship and of symbols 
mediating emotion and bodiliness therefore led to a ‘near elimination of 
pictures of women’ in all reformed churches, whereas Catholic churches 
remained filled with images of female saints.9 However, in contrast to 
many other reformed churches, many paintings in Lutheran churches were 
kept but relocated from their earlier central positions to more peripheral 
ones, thus making art a complementary element to the spoken word rather 

                   
3 Widmark 2014, 64. 
4 Edgardh Beckman 2010, 136. 
5 Karat-Nunn 2010, 65. 
6 Källmark 2004, 32. 
7 Granberg 2004, 8. 
8 Brown 1997; Källmark 2004, 32; Karat Nunn 2010, 101‒103. 
9 Karat-Nunn 2010, 67–68. 
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than the central focus. With this relocation, the above-mentioned tradition 
of walking from painting to painting to say one's prayers was broken, fur-
ther limiting physical movement within the church room.10 

While Lutheran church room practice by the late 18th century had be-
come very static,11 the Catholic Reformation evolved in the opposite di-
rection. In her book The Reformation of Feeling, Susan Karant-Nunn exam-
ines how the Catholic Church through baroque architecture and art, to-
gether with the continuous worship of saints and use of sacral artefacts, 
came to embrace materiality and emotion even more than in medieval 
times. Through her study of sermons, Karat-Nunn also demonstrates how 
this embracing was further emphasised through the homily.12 Generally, 
bodily religious engagement was strengthened and ‘bodiliness as a pro-
vider of access to divinity’ became a major characteristic of Catholic reli-
gious expression from the 17th century onwards.13 

Church rooms and religious ‘subjectivation’ 
Church authorities are well aware that architecture, art and interiors have 
a profound impact on religious practice and have therefore long used ar-
chitecture and interiors as tools to influence the behaviour of Christian 
adherents.14 This way of conducting power is conceptualized in Michel 
Foucault’s theory of governmentality. Here, government and governing 
are considered methods of 'conducting the conduct' of those being gov-
erned. ‘[T]hat is to say, a form of activity aiming to shape, guide or affect 
the conduct of some person or persons. Thus, the theory analyses govern-
ment as a kind of practice which Foucault called 'the rationality of govern-
ment' or 'the art of government'.15 There are several different areas of gov-
erning, but here my interest lies only in what Foucault calls the govern-
mental art ‘of souls and lives’, which is the concern of both Catholic and 
Protestant pastoral doctrine.16 As will be exemplified below with fieldwork 
examples from Warsaw (where we conducted interviews with eleven 

                   
10 Widmark 2014, 62, 65. 
11 Widmark 2014, 62, 65. 
12 Karat-Nunn 2004, 27. 
13 Karat-Nunn 2004, 64. 
14 Mulett 1999, 196. 
15 Foucault 1991, 87; quotation: Gordon 1991, 2f. 
16 Foucault 1991, 87. 



 

Christian church practice | 57  

young students, ten of whom considered themselves religious), govern-
mentality is well suited for analysing religion because it provides tools for 
understanding how institutional authority, in this case religious instruc-
tion, builds upon both voluntarism and the free will of the individual as 
well as recognition of authority. 

The above-mentioned tools, such as architecture, interiors, the Bible, 
prayer, sermons, different kinds of church meetings, preaching and con-
fession are used by churches to influence the thinking and behavioural 
patterns of the individual. These tools are within governmentality regarded 
as technologies of power that are used with the aim of forming the individual 
into a religious subject, a process that is called the ‘subjectivation’ of the 
individual.17 Thus, the architecture and interior, in combination with other 
tools such as the Bible, are vital instruments when transforming worship-
pers as religious subjects. This process can also be described as ‘educating 
desires and configurating habits, aspirations and beliefs’.18 Accordingly, 
architecture and art, in combination with theology and other technologies 
of power, have a profound impact upon the individual's perception of re-
ligion. 

Catholic baroque art, which originated at the time of the Catholic 
Reformation, is a good example of how art can be used to incorporate 
certain beliefs into society. It can still be admired in churches all over Eu-
rope but is especially evident in Rome. Used to demonstrate the mighty 
power of God, Baroque art is often characterized by violence and brutality, 
with the aim of allowing the believer to live through the pain and suffering 
of the saints, whereby suffering of the saints in order to gain a better un-
derstanding of the true love of God. Thus, certain aspects of morality are 
incorporated into the religious mind through the bodily senses. Still, today, 
churchgoers who allow their eyes to wander around baroque churches are 
constantly reminded of God’s mighty power and what is expected of them 
as religious subjects. Therefore, the motifs can affect the self-government 
of the worshipper, i.e. the individual’s will to shape his or her own behav-
iour and thoughts according to his or her beliefs.19 
  

                   
17 Lemke 2013, 3. 
18 Murray Li 2007, 275. 
19 Foucault 1991, 91. 
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Contemporary church practice 
The above-mentioned differences between Catholic and Lutheran church 
rooms raise the following question: in what way do differences in theol-
ogy, church ideology, architecture and interiors affect contemporary 
church practice, and how can this be observed empirically? During field-
work conducted in Warsaw in 2013, I observed that Catholic church 
rooms, to a much greater extent than Scandinavian Lutheran churches, 
accommodated many simultaneous acts of worship. For example, it was 
common for Catholic adherents to visit confessionals during ongoing ser-
mons, to pray individually at different altars, and to enter and leave the 
church whenever they pleased. This was in sharp contrast to services in 
Scandinavian Lutheran churches, where the churchgoer was expected to 
arrive on time for service and to listen carefully to the full sermon. Addi-
tionally, as the adherents of a Catholic service are expected to stand up 
and kneel repeatedly throughout the service, physical movement among 
those actively participating in the service is much more frequent in Cath-
olic than Swedish Lutheran churches.20 

Even if a churchgoer in a Swedish Lutheran church wanted to incor-
porate Catholic customs into her or his church visit, the surrounding inte-
rior prohibits such practice: there are generally no knee benches in the 
pews,21 and there are considerably fewer altars (mostly there is only one 
main altar at the front) to invite individual prayer.22 In addition, there are 
no confessionals, thus further limiting ways in which the adherent can 
practise their religion within the church itself. This clearly indicates how 
the churches consciously use the interior as a tool to shape church practice 
in accordance with theology. 

However, not all Catholic churches can accommodate multiple simul-
taneous forms of worship. As already mentioned, Holderness argues that 
the city of Rome ‘embraces’ both secular and religious tourists and pil-
grims ‘and allows space for them continuing co-existence’.23 However, 
during my fieldwork in Rome, it was obvious this truth required modifi-
cation. In the smaller and less famous churches, this is certainly the case. 

                   
20 However, there are variations in church practice between different Lutheran 
churches around the world, but I concentrate solely on Scandinavian churches. 
21 Kneelers have gradually been removed since church visitors in Sweden nowa-
days mostly use them as footrests. 
22 This is largely due to the removal of saints during the Reformation; Catholic 
altars are mostly dedicated to these. 
23 Holderness 2009, 348. 
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But in the more famous ones, tourism can affect religious practice nega-
tively, and in some cases tourism causes so much disturbance that religious 
activities are nearly impossible to carry out. This became very clear during 
my visits to the Pantheon, one of the most famous churches of Rome. My 
first visit took place during a weekday afternoon in May when the church 
was filled with tourists chatting and taking pictures. Clearly this was not 
the place for tranquil contemplation and prayer (even if some visitors did 
use the holy water font by the entrance). It soon became clear that the 
church authorities continuously struggled to keep the Pantheon a quiet 
place of contemplation since they were constantly reminding the visitors 
to be respectful. Eight huge signs were hung around the church bearing 

the message ‘SACRED PLACE. 
SILENCE PLEASE’, and an 
even bigger sign closer to the en-
trance gave instructions on how 
not to behave and on what not to 
wear during the visit (see Fig. 1). 
Additionally, every once in a 
while a message was delivered 
through the speakers asking 
people to remain silent. 

To figure out if there might 
be any difference another time 
of the day I decided to return to 
Pantheon at a second time, in 
the morning of a weekday right 
when the church opened. Would 
there be differences in the be-
havioural patterns of the visi-
tors, as it might not be as 
crowded in the morning as dur-

ing my first visit? In order to determine whether there was a different at-
mosphere at other times of the day, I returned to the Pantheon on a week-
day morning, immediately after the church had opened and when it was 
not very busy.  Even ten minutes before opening, at 8.20 am, a few people 
were waiting outside for the church to open, which it did at 8.30. A hand-
ful of visitors entered the church. One of them was a nun who arrived just 
as the church opened. She performed a praying ritual in which she prayed 
in front of every cross and in front of a carved wooden picture (probably 

Fig. 1. Sign asking visitors to remain silent
and be respectful (photograph by J. Lit-
born). 
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portraying the keys of the kingdom of heaven; see Fig. 2); these items were 
evenly spaced, on pillars around the circular church room.  

 
Fig. 2. Nun performing a praying ritual in Pantheon (photograph by J. Litborn). 

However, only 15 minutes after opening, around 50 tourists were present 
in the church and the number of tourists quickly rose and the church be-
came crowded (Fig. 3). Even so, the nun continued her ritual, but did not 
stop at the cross and carved wooden picture located by the entrance, as 
the large number of tourists entering the church would have disturbed her 
prayer. 
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Fig. 3. The very crowded Pantheon (photograph by J. Litborn). 

Thus, it was possible to carry out a ritual in the early morning, as the Pan-
theon was considerably less crowded. However, only 15 minutes after 
opening on a weekday in May, the number of tourists had grown so large 
that tourism clearly disturbed the only visible ongoing religious practice 
within the church. Thus, it became clear that it would be difficult for the 
ritual to take place only a quarter of an hour after opening, as anyone per-
forming it later would probably have to give way to tourists chatting and 
taking pictures, instead of praying in peace. The conclusion to draw from 
the observations is that while the Pantheon encourages tourism, it cannot 
facilitate most practices of worship. The huge number of tourists thus lim-
its the co-existence of secular tourists and worshippers, and multiple reli-
gious expressions of religious worship are almost non-existent. 

This makes the Pantheon a place where church instruction in the form 
of governmentality clearly does not work: despite desperate attempts by 
the church authorities to control the behaviour of tourists, through huge 
signs, guards and loudspeaker-delivered messages, the public response to 
the will of the church authorities is minimal. There were simply too many 
secular tourists compared to religious worshippers for governmentality to 
be effective. 
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Why study church practice? 
When studying theology, church rooms and religious practice offer a way 
to understand the everyday lives of peoples from different religious and 
cultural backgrounds. Studies of religion therefore facilitate an under-
standing of contemporary disagreements and differences between cultural 
spheres. Knowledge gained through studies of religion is therefore of ma-
jor importance when predicting challenges in changing societies. 

One area in which Swedish Lutheranism and Catholicism today differ 
to a large extent is in the teachings of the morality of love and sexuality. 
Even today Catholic patriarchal views on sexuality have huge influence 
over millions of worshippers.24 In Catholic societies, mainstream Catholic 
morality that is mediated through art and also through the spoken and 
written word often clearly distinguishes between right and wrong, good 
and bad. The many rules regarding how to live one's life, whether or not 
have sex and the continuous struggle to avoid sinful behaviour or achieve 
‘purity of the heart’ have caused much guilt in those who cannot follow 
these rules.25 As an example, one of our interviewees was in a relationship 
with a Polish man who studied abroad, but she was worried about contin-
uing this relationship because her religious beliefs prevented her from 
staying in his house/room when she visited him. If she did stay with him, 
she would commit a sin that would require her to confess to a priest before 
she could again receive communion.26 

In Warsaw, it became clear that the kind of life we four Scandinavian 
students have chosen to live was practically an incarnation of what our 
interviewees would consider a sinful life. But, as Karin Lindelöf writes, it 
is no coincidence that we have vastly different thoughts. Thus as the dis-
courses we grew up in – Catholic Poland and Lutheran Sweden and Den-
mark – hold very different views of marriage and sexuality.27 The fact that 
the Swedish Lutheran Church currently has a female archbishop, while the 

                   
24 See, for example, John Paul II's teachings in his Theology of the Body. The theol-
ogy consists of his thoughts that were published in weekly entries between 1979 
and 1984, and later published as a collection in 1997 under the title The Theology 
of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan. 
25 Quotation: Healy 2005, 45. 
26 Lindelöf 2006, 139f. This view of having to 'earn' one’s right to receive? com-
munion was historically also widespread in Swedish Lutheran churches, but to-
day this has largely disappeared. Egardh 2010, 91. 
27 Lindelöf, 2006, 113. 
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Catholic Church still does not allow female clergy, exemplifies the huge 
gap in progressiveness between the two churches. 

According to some scholars, such as Farr, ‘Catholic guilt’, meaning the 
rigorous morality of our Polish interviewees, largely stems from the Cath-
olic Reformation, which coincided with the height of the baroque era. Ac-
cording to Farr, one of the main features of the religious baroque era was 
an ‘inward turn towards asexual, self-disciplined purification’ through sys-
tematic monitoring of oneself.28 This influence over many Catholic socie-
ties has indeed proved very successful and, as the discussions with our 
interviewees in Warsaw exemplified, ‘the Counter-Reformation Catholic 
Church often imposed puritanism sometimes even more stringent than 
the Protestant variety, leaving generations of Europeans fearful and guilty 
over sex’.29 

However, despite the above, our interviewees in Warsaw exhibited 
great flexibility and freedom in organizing their daily lives in accordance 
with their religious beliefs. They stated clearly that they did not find the 
Church’s requirements and emphasis on morality restrictive or obstructive 
and that they appreciated Church interference even when it made life more 
complicated.30 They even reversed the restrictions, or the technologies of 
power, in favour of their own independence and happiness. As one of our 
interviewees expressed: ‘We are resigning from meat on Fridays to show 
ourselves that we are capable of living like we want, not how the world 
want us to live’. Similarly, another interviewee had a very positive view on 
Church influence in her life: “it helps [me] to live in a happy way, it helps 
me to build a good relationship with other people” and that religion “helps 
you grow’. Therefore, they used the decrees as methods to liberate them-
selves from non-religious expectations of society. Thus, our interviewees 
were great examples of successful governing, as they continuously stressed 
their voluntariness. Their cases clearly exemplify governmentality as a very 
useful analytical tool for studying religion. 

Ecumenics and changing church practice 
Although church practice and architecture draw on historical patterns, it 
is also ever-changing. Churches are influenced by changes in society and 

                   
28 Farr 1991, 399. 
29 Mulett 1999, 203, 214; Litborn et al. 2013, field material. 
30 Litborn et al. 2013, 19ff, 45ff. 
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by one another, in terms of architecture, art, liturgy and religious practice. 
Generally, since the 1960s, Swedish Lutheran church practice has become 
more diverse. Some examples are the women's services that were intro-
duced in the 1980s and the different types of themed services, such as 
musical services, that have become very common.31  

Another good example is the Swedish Lutheran sermon manual from 
1986 that both encourages members of congregations to engage more in 
ceremonies and (re)introduces physical forms of religious expressions, 
such as processions, into Swedish church practice.32 These changes partly 
stem from changes made to the Catholic liturgy during the Second Vatican 
Council (1962‒1965). This thorough reformation of the Catholic Church 
and its liturgy focussed on the participation of the congregation in the 
service and the life of the church. Both the Western Lutheran Church and 
the Anglican Church have been influenced by the Second Vatican Council 
and its emphasis on the return to a more active participation of the con-
gregation and the laymen.33 Feminist theology has also contributed to 
these changes. Ever since the 1960s, when the influence of feminist the-
ology grew, equality has been an issue of interest within the Swedish Lu-
theran Church. Feminist theologians advocate for a high degree of partic-
ipation during service and promote church spaces as inclusive places char-
acterized by closeness, which have affected church practice all over Swe-
den.34  

One example which clearly demonstrates that the Swedish Lutheran 
Church is well aware of how architecture and physical surroundings affect 
worship and religious beliefs is the publication of Gamla kyrkorum i en ny 
tid.35 This book stems from a series of seminars held in 2003 on the re-
newal of Swedish church rooms and consists of chapters in which archi-
tects and theologists discuss possibilities when developing and renovating 
churches. They take as their point of departure the following observed 
changes in Swedish Lutheran church practice over the past few decades: 
church practice has become less static and adherents have generally be-
come more physically active during service; standing and walking are be-
coming more frequent than kneeling during communion; movable chairs 
are often favoured above fixed pews, as this allows for smaller spaces for 

                   
31 Edgardh 2010, 74‒76. 
32 Hammar 2004, 21‒23. 
33 Koči 2011, 30; Hammar 2004, 23. 
34 Edgardh 2005, 21‒27; 2010, 93, 156. 
35 Granberg 2004. Another example is Edgardh Beckman, 2005. 
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gatherings and services; and there is a growing trend towards creating 
spaces for individual prayer.36 In this book the former Swedish archbishop 
K.G. Hammar rhetorically asks if the church room can mediate what 
Church is unable to mediate through the spoken word.37 Likewise, Gunnar 
Granberg in this book points out that architectural design, art and sym-
bols, and the lighting and furnishings of the church room are all different 
‘languages’ that convey the Church’s image of both God and humanity. 
He then argues for a high degree of consistency and harmony in the mes-
sage of the spoken word during service and the external environment in 
order to have a ‘positive’ effect on the churchgoer.38 Generally, the authors 
stress new church room ideals, such as flexibility, intimacy, participation 
and fellowship. 

All of these changes in liturgy and church practice must be understood 
in the light of the still-deepening ecumenical movements. Christian 
churches on both a national and international level for many decades have 
been seeking ecumenism that clearly has affected and continues to affect 
church life and practice.39 These developments are still deepening and The 
World Council of Churches encourages further exchange.40 A clear sign 
of this is that on 31 October 2016 the Lutheran World Federation and the 
Catholic Church held ‘a joint ecumenical commemoration of the Refor-
mation’ in Lund celebrating the 500-year anniversary of the Reformation. 
The event ‘highlight[ed] the solid ecumenical developments between 
Catholics and Lutherans and the joint gifts received on dialogue’.41 The 
event was the result of 50 years of dialogue between the two churches, and 
was truly a historical event. 

One of the many things that can be concluded from this event is that 
there is a trend towards (re)introducing elements of Catholic practices into 
the Swedish Lutheran Church. This could be because the traditional forms 
of Catholic church rooms, with their many altars, paintings and sculptures, 
permit individual and multiple ways of praying, which seems to be just 
what many Lutherans in Sweden are longing to include in a Swedish Lu-
theran setting. The fact that candle trees, despite being introduced only 40 
                   
36 Hammar 2004, 23. 
37 Hammar 2004, 14. 
38 Granberg 2004, 10. 
39 Edgardh 2010, 182, 191. 
40 Edgardh 2010, 182. 
41 Press release 25 January 2016: the Lutheran World Federation. 
https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/press-release-joint-ecumenical-commem-
oration-reformation-lund. 
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years ago, are already standard in Swedish Lutheran churches all over the 
country indicates that new decorations which are introduced can swiftly 
gain in popularity.42 Also, in Gamla kyrkorum i en ny tid, Hammar reflects 
upon the idea of reintroducing the holy water font,43 and the theologist 
Edgardh argues that today we are tired of information-laden words and 
instead worshippers long for more physical experiences of religion. 44 

Conclusion 
To sum up, there is a clear trend within the Swedish Lutheran Church 
towards experiencing religion through the senses, thus limiting focus on 
the spoken word. These changes continue to evolve through ecumenical 
movements that have their roots in the 20th century and make a clear break 
from static 18th-century Lutheran Church practice, when the congregation 
mostly remained seated except for the few times a year when they were 
allowed to receive communion by the altar.45 This both challenges tradi-
tional church architecture, arts and interiors and creates opportunities 
when parishes seek old and new ways of worship. In the future, we might 
therefore see more traditional Catholic elements as well as new kinds of 
religious practices within the Swedish Lutheran Church. With the intro-
duction of more simultaneous means of worship, the Church will offer a 
mixture of old and new governmentality techniques. Following this devel-
opment, it will be interesting to observe the deepening dialogue between 
the Catholic and Lutheran Churches, especially as the events of the 2016 
religious meeting in Lund and Malmö revealed not only agreement and 
dialogue, but also a schism, especially concerning issues of gender. Re-
gardless of how the dialogue evolves, it will have profound implications 
for millions of worshippers worldwide. Hopefully the dialogue will con-
tinue to evolve with mutual respect as well as progressive and modern 
theology, not least when it comes to sexuality and gender issues. 
  

                   
42 Ungbladh 2008. 
43 Hammar 2004, 14f. 
44 Edgardh 2010, 91. 
45 Widmark 2014, 66. 
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5. In approach of the historical 
urban landscape:  

The waters of Rome 

Mirabel Joshi 

When looking for life on other planets, evidence for water is crucial, as 
this is the beginning of all life. Water also plays a central role in the history 
of the urban landscape, as a ready and clean supply of water is necessary 
to create and sustain urban life. In this work, I will explore the waters of 
Rome from an environmental history perspective, as part of a wider dis-
cussion on how to approach the historical urban landscape. Rome is cen-
tral to any examination of the historical urban landscape, as it has had 
more than a million inhabitants since Classical times and its urban history 
is multi-layered. There were many other old cities in the ancient world: for 
example Byzantium (Istanbul) and what is today Mexico City; however, 
few can rival the longevity and size of Rome. In the current urban land-
scape, there are countless cities that make the million mark, and it could 
be argued that urbanism has become ‘a generalist, planetary condition in 
and through which capital, politics, everyday social relations and environ-
mental politics are simultaneously organised and fought out’.1 This argu-
ment is closely related to interpreting the present as part of the Anthropo-
cene geological era owing to the profound impact of people on the envi-
ronment and climate.2 The Anthropocene “...it sounds triumphant while 
being anything but; it signals that we have reshaped the planet to suit our-
selves, and acknowledges that we have done a great deal ‒ perhaps even a 
fatal amount ‒ of harm along the way.”3 Today, the urban landscape is 
home to the majority of people in the world,4 as well as many other crea-
tures and life forms, all part of urbanism - the urban condition that extends 
far beyond city limits. The urban landscape and urbanism is currently be-
ing scrutinized by many academic disciplines; however, it is elusive and 
difficult to articulate, and it is important to discuss and explore ways of 

                   
1 Brenner 2009, 199. 
2 Chakrabarty 2009. 
3 Phillips 2015. 
4 UNHABITAT 2016. 



 

70 | Mirabel Joshi 

approaching the subject matter as part of the collective struggle to under-
stand and resolve large-scale environmental change. 

This contribution should be situated in the wider context of the envi-
ronmental humanities. First, a short overview of the waters of Rome and 
the role of water in the historical urban landscape is presented. Next, we 
discuss studying the landscape in general terms as well as in terms of the 
historical urban landscape. Lastly, the importance of the perception of the 
historical urban landscape is examined as this is relevant to how we inter-
pret and approach urgent environmental issues. By studying the historical 
urban landscape, and using an environmental history approach, this work 
will help us understand the impact on the present landscape and how we 
can connect to the landscape of the future in a way that does not neces-
sarily involve the systematic and large-scale environmental degradation 
that often occurs in connection to an urban landscape.  

The waters of Rome 
The importance of water in the history of Rome is clearly visible: it is part 
of the cultural heritage of the present-day city. A first-time visitor to Rome 
(like me) will probably already be familiar with this aspect of industrial 
heritage: for example, Roman baths, hot springs, ancient aqueducts and 
impressive fountains, and perhaps also sewers. All of these are part of the 
numerous sites that are incorporated into contemporary life in Rome. Be-
low, a brief overview of the waters of Rome from an environmental his-
tory perspective is provided.  

Ancient Rome is commonly described as built on seven hills; however, 
a large part was in fact built on the floodplains of the Tiber River, and has 
its origin as a river community.5 This is a trait that Rome shares with many 
other great ancient cities situated on the floodplains of, for example, the 
Nile, Tigris, Euphrates and Indus Rivers. Today, the Tiber River flows 
between stone-clad river walls within Rome, but at one time it would have 
regularly flooded the riverbanks, fertilizing the soil. The Tiber River plays 
an important role in the story of Romulus and Remus, the founding myth 
of Rome. In many creation myths, such as those of Mesopotamia and 
Egypt, water is at the centre of the narrative, as the origin of existence. In 

                   
5 Aldrete 2007, 4; Taylor 2002. 
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the Greek (and Roman) creation myths, Chaos is at the beginning of eve-
rything; however, Chaos can also be interpreted as water. Water is the be-
ginning of life, but it can also be a cause of destruction, and this notion 
impacted on the Roman mentality.6 The waters of the Tiber would have 
risen frequently and caused severe damage to many major buildings.7 The 
streets would have been navigated by boat, sometimes perhaps for days at 
a time. Many of the surviving iconic structures, such as those in the Forum 
and the Pantheon, were erected on low-lying swampy land, and many of 
the elite chose to live there even though regular floods caused great dis-
ruption to the daily life of Romans.8 However, the Tiber also brought nec-
essary food to Rome, and the Romans delighted in water, as evidenced by 
the numerous baths, fountains, basins and aqueducts in the city, and by 
the fact that every spring, pool and river was considered sacred. Further-
more, Rome possessed a number of unique characteristics that made the 
city surprisingly resilient to the negative effects of flooding.9 For example, 
the construction of Rome’s Cloaca Maxima commenced in 600 BC, prior 
to the birth of the Roman Empire,10 with the objective of draining the 
swampy lowlands that were prone to flooding: dealing with excess water 
lays at the core of many of the city’s specific building programmes.11 The 
Cloaca Maxima consists of an ancient underground canal system, and is 
commonly known as the sewer system from the time of the Roman Em-
pire onwards; however, it was built as a monumental open-air fresh-water 
channel by the early kings of Rome, who asserted their power through the 
monumental structure. Hopkins describes this as a testament to their abil-
ity to subjugate nature.12 The Cloaca, which drained what would become 
the Forum Romanum, evolved over the centuries as different rulers added 
drainage canals, extended it and altered the floodplain and the morphology 
of the landscape.   

The historian G.S. Aldrete, who tries to understand why the Romans 
chose to erect an elaborate ‘fabulous artificial landscape’ on a floodplain, 
considering that the famous seven hills hosted only a small part of the 
magnificent structure, as well as the rich and powerful people, concludes 

                   
6 Aldrete 2007, 9. 
7 Aldrete 2007, 5. 
8 Aldrete 2007, 1f. 
9 Aldrete 2007, 8. 
10 Hopkins 2007. 
11 Aldrete 2007, 9. 
12 Hopkins 2007. 
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that floods were part of Roman urban life.13 Floods were simply accepted 
as part of everyday life in the city. The symbolism of water, and especially 
the crossing of water, was important in Roman culture and tradition, as 
flowing water was regarded as an ominous barrier; for example, crossings 
normally involved performing ancient river rites, auspices.14 The first 
crossings of the Tiber River’s rapid and treacherous water must have been 
ferry crossings, and these crossings are thought to have involved Tran-
stibertine rites. The first bridge that was erected was likely the Pons Sub-
licius, which can be understood as a ‘magical’ bridge; its endurance, even 
though it was frequently ravaged by floods, was regarded as a prodigium.15 
It remained standing until the 4th century.16 ‘Crossing the Rubicon’ is an 
expression that has survived and that connotes flowing river water in Ro-
man religion and tradition. It refers to Julius Caesar crossing the Rubicon 
in 49 BC (the starting point of the Roman civil war) and is used to mean 
passing a point of no return. Taylor suggests that the bridges over the 
Tiber must have left only a modest impression on the Romans, as they are 
rarely mentioned in the literature. These bridges did not fare well in com-
parison to other longer, higher and more elaborate bridges in the empire; 
however, they were important and unique in the sense that they enabled 
Rome to take control on both banks.17 In the 2nd century AD, under the 
rule of Hadrian, seven bridges crossed the Tiber from the northern Cam-
pus Martius to the Forum Boarium.18 ‘The bridges in Rome thus took on 
a significance all of their own; they became distinctly urban structures em-
phasizing not so much the accomplishment of a mechanical goal, such as 
crossing a magical barrier, as the continuity of urban schemes both on land 
and on water.’19 It was not only the crossing bridges and ferries that were 
significant for Rome; the Tiber River itself is described by Aldrete as the 
greatest of all of Rome’s consular highways.20 To navigate the river, sailors 
used these bridges as landmarks, and some of the bridges articulated bends 
in the river and some had commemorative arches and inscriptions on the 
sides below the parapets. Taylor refers to the Tiber as a road that led to 
the commercial heart of Rome, the Fort Boarium, a cattle market by the 
                   
13 Aldrete 2007. 
14 Latin for the ritual of taking offerings. 
15 Latin for wonder or unnatural thing. 
16 Taylor 2002. 
17 Taylor 2002. 
18 Aldrete 2007 120.  
19 Taylor 2002. 
20 Aldrete 2007, 121. 
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river in the midst of the Capitoline, Aventine and Palatine Hills. ‘Just as 
most urban thoroughfares led to a forum, the civic heart of the city, so 
this road led to Rome’s commercial heart.’21  

The River’s course through the city passed much of the same architec-
tural symbolism as travellers on the Roman roads as wells as a steady traf-
fic of grain ships, commercial barges and military crafts passing the ware-
houses and porticoes, some of which were hundreds of metres long. Dur-
ing Imperial times, parts of the river may have been lined with tombs, 
much like the highways leading out of the city.22 Thus, Rome was not just 
a mere river town in its early days; it presided over the junction of the 
Tiber, in its role of a natural highway to the Mediterranean Sea, as well as 
the highly important Via Salaria, the salt road to the Adriatic sea. Adding 
to its importance is the fact that the river formed a political and military 
boundary between Etruria and Latium – two cultural domains which in 
early times were often at war.23  

Today, the fountains constitute the most palpable evidence of Rome’s 
water heritage. Some are spectacular, such as the Fontana de Trevi, and 
others are more utilitarian, such as the fountains in Piazza San Marco, 
which spray with cool water the hordes of people waiting to enter St Pe-
ter’s Basilica. In ancient Rome, not only were the many elaborate fountains 
manifestations of the rulers’ wealth and power, but they were also a nec-
essary part of the hydraulic infrastructure that underpinned this great ur-
ban society. The fountains were a source of potable water, but also sup-
plied water for cooling off and washing off dust. Until the 20th century, 
the fountains were fed by an aqueduct system that exploited gravity and 
the topography of the landscape to distribute water; in other words, it was 
a gravity-driven system.  

The aqueducts that served Rome for millennia are part of Rome’s water 
heritage but also part of the urban infrastructure. There were three sepa-
rate systems (Vergine, Felice and Paola) that were each designed to ac-
commodate the particular conditions of seasonal water flows and topog-
raphy. The water flowed freely within the aqueducts until it reached the 
city, whereupon it was distributed through pipes. The fountains were de-
signed to work with the specific hydrological conditions of their location.24 
The Classical and Baroque periods are often described as the golden eras 

                   
21 Taylor 2002. 
22 Aldrete 2007, 121. 
23 Taylor 2002. 
24 Rinne 1999. 



 

74 | Mirabel Joshi 

of the city, and these periods coincide with times when Rome’s hydrolog-
ical system was well maintained; so, water can perhaps be said to be at the 
core of both the success and the decline of Rome throughout history.25 
Present-day Rome is of course also reliant on water, and the nasoni foun-
tains constitute an important aspect of Rome’s water heritage, which also 
comes to the attention of visitors at heritage sites. These form a system of 
approximately 2000 taps and drinking fountains in the streets and squares 
throughout Rome that distribute free and clean water to the inhabitants 
and visitors to the city; they date from the 19th century.26 When visiting 
many of the cultural heritage sites, I used several nasoni to replenish my 
water flask and thought them very convenient. Rome began as a river com-
munity and it has not forgotten its close ties to water; it maintains this 
connection both through the antique water system and the more modern 
water system of nasoni. Rome could cut its public expenses by not main-
taining the nasoni, forcing people to buy bottled water and thus increasing 
its revenue through VAT, but it does not, and this honours the hydrolog-
ical heritage that enabled the success of Rome. 

Above, I have tried to paint a picture of the waters of Rome and the 
role water plays in the historical layers of the urban landscape of Rome. 
Below, I present the waters of Rome as a multifaceted example of the 
consequences of different approaches to the historical urban landscape.  

In approach of the historical urban landscape 
How can one approach the historical landscape? Below I will discuss this 
question from the perspectives of Oliver Rackham, a scholar of environ-
mental history, and the anthropologist Tim Ingold. How is the study of 
the urbanized landscape different to that of the historical landscape in gen-
eral?  

Rackham asserts that landscape history is particularly prone to so-called 
‘factoids’; a factoid is ‘a statement that looks like a fact, makes sense like a 
fact, commands the respect due to a fact and has all the properties of a 
fact except that it is not true’.27 Is it true that landscape history is subject 
to more misconceptions than other fields? This cannot be discussed fur-
ther here, owing to limitations of space, but I do note that such a suspicion 

                   
25 Rinne 1999; Aldrete 2007. 
26 www.acea.it 
27 Rackham 1996. 
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concerning the urban landscape piqued my interest in history. Rackham 
states that the common conception of the Greek landscape as a degraded 
environment (degraded due to deforestation) results from factoids pro-
duced when the landscape of Classical times was interpreted by scientists 
in the 18th and 19th centuries using poetry and drama. Rackham argues that 
they misinterpreted the landscape by applying a northern European cul-
tural understanding of what a forest ‘is’ as well as interpreting ‘trees’ solely 
as tall trees; they did not take into account that ancient authors might not 
have made the same distinction between forest and scrub as authors from 
farther north two millennia later. Rackham argues that the climate and the 
composition of the landscape in Classical times do not differ considerably 
from the contemporary climate and landscape of Greece and that it was 
never a green forest landscape. He further argues that this misinterpreta-
tion of the landscape could have been easily avoided by turning to the 
landscape directly and asking some basic questions of ecology rather than 
solely studying it through literary sources.28 Rackham urges us to ask in 
‘what sense’ we understand the historical landscape; for example, do we 
understand a forest in the legal sense, in the sense of deer, in the sense of 
trees, in a British sense or in a Greek sense?29  

The question, however, is how one can turn to the landscape to study 
the historical landscape when the subject matter is urban and, as in the 
case of Rome, has been cultured and altered for millennia? There are many 
conceptions of what elements are specific to the urban landscape. Here, I 
take the broad view that an urban landscape is a dense, built environment 
which is the primary dwelling of people; however, this view does not ex-
clude the myriad entanglements that go beyond people exclusively. A com-
mon-sense approach to any historical landscape is to zone in on the more-
or-less constant parts of the landscape that could potentially be used as 
points of references over time. As I walk around the city, I can think of 
some aspects that have been constants in Rome since its origins as a city, 
namely its hills and the Tiber River; in other words, its topography and 
hydrology, which are, of course, interconnected. Aldrete, a historian who 
has interpreted the historical urban landscape of Rome by using scientific 
facts from geology, hydrology and topography along with contemporary 
records on flooding and rainfall patterns, theorizes that flooding was likely 
common in Ancient Rome, with severe flooding happening every few 

                   
28 Rackham 1996. 
29 Rackham 2015. 
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years.30 Thus, Aldrete ‘turns to the landscape’ by thoroughly assessing dif-
ferent data and examining this data in relation to Rome’s hydrological sys-
tem.  

When studying the historical urban landscape, it is not enough to 
merely try to avoid factoids by examining the (urban) landscape and paying 
attention to how the study is conducted. The intention of a study is also 
important and can guide us in determining what has influenced our un-
derstanding of the landscape. Underlying significant questions are: What 
is the point of departure when studying the urban landscape? What are the 
consequences of the specific ontological framework within which the his-
torical urban landscape is studied? In other words, worldview is a key fac-
tor for the epistemology of the city. Even if the landscape is studied by 
many disciplines and interdisciplinary networks, the ontological frame-
work will still define the possible interpretations of the research. The anal-
ysis of the landscape can be said to be conducted within what the philos-
opher Pontus Örtendahl terms as ‘a room of understanding’ – a specific 
context which defines the landscape as well as the specific mind-set, intent, 
practices and relationships framing the individuals in the research con-
text.31 I believe it is important to remind ourselves that findings and con-
clusions about the landscape are made within different rooms of under-
standing and that depending on the point of departure, there will be dif-
ferent outcomes and consequences. This, of course, is elementary and ap-
plies to all scientific and academic enquiries, but it is also arguably one of 
the most difficult aspects of any study. Is it enough to just ask in what 
sense we are conducting studies of the landscape concerning perspective? 
Tim Ingold urges us to go even deeper and ask in what sense we are en-
gaging with the world, and he also argues that it is necessary to have ‘exis-
tential involvement in the sensible world’ when approaching the landscape 
or else we unavoidably become reductive and subject to subsequent con-
sequences. Ingold uses the concepts of ‘throwntogethernes’ and ‘stories 
so far’ by the geographer Doreen Massey to explain the landscape as an 
ongoing process involving intersecting trajectories. Rome was not 
founded with the intention of being the greatest city for millennia. It began 
as most other cities: a small settlement situated to meet the needs of the 
people of that particular time, mind-set and topography. This particularity 
of place is expressed by Massey: ‘What is special about this place, and all 

                   
30 Aldrete 2007, 14. 
31 Örtendahl 2011.   
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others, is its “throwntogethernes” – the way that very diverse elements 
that cross categories such as the natural or social come together to foster 
a particular “here and now”. This is what makes places specific – this gath-
ering of diverse entities into relation.’32  

So what does it mean to have existential involvement in the sensible 
world? Since the dawn of social sciences and the academization of the 
humanities, there have been post-positivist and positivist scientific quar-
rels,33 and Ingold argues that neither perspective is sufficient in approach 
of the landscape.34 The historical ecologist Carole Crumley asserts that 
landscapes are the spatial manifestation of the relationships between hu-
mans and their environment using Simon Schama’s theory that all seeing 
is imagining, i.e. the landscape is defined by our understanding of it.35 
Schama’s arguments are eloquent and convincing, especially the theory 
that the image of the landscape begins in the human mind without exclud-
ing the material qualities as well as the sensory bond with the landscape.36 
Ingold criticizes this approach to the landscape, arguing that this view of 
human perception as limited to internally shaped images has problematic 
consequences; there is an inconceivable world outside human perception 
that we cannot access but nevertheless we act out our thought on the land-
scapes in a state of ‘as-if’.37  

This mind-centred theory of the landscape diverges completely from 
the work of James Gibson, a psychologist specializing in perception, who 
has a completely different view than Schama. Ingold makes a point by 
comparing their differences. Gibson argues that visual perception is the 
whole organism, which is part of its environment; Gibson interprets 
shapes in an existing world that can be seen by all creatures attuned to the 
various features of the landscape through extracting the invariants from 
modulations of the optic array. Gibson’s reasoning is not as eloquent as 
Schama’s; however, also argues well for his point that the different features 
of the landscape as already there available to those attuned these features. 
Ingold likewise does not agree with either Schama or Gibson on how hu-
man perception works, but rather views both of their beliefs of human per-
ception as reductive. ‘Must we side either with those who would attribute 

                   
32 Massey 2005, 140. 
33 Beckman 2013. 
34 Ingold 2012. 
35 Crumley in Sinclair 2010, 9 (Preface).  
36 Schama 1995. 
37 Ingold 2012. 
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a decisive role to the imagination in giving shape to the landscapes of our 
perception, or with those for whom it plays no more than an ancillary or 
retrospective role, in the interpretation of landscapes already perceived?’38. 
In other words, the mind makes images of the landscape and in doing so 
partly shapes the landscape; however, the agency of the landscape also 
impacts on this image and so human perception is not entirely left in a 
state of ‘as if’ but is part of a tactual relationship. 

It is easy to find oneself, as part of different strong narratives that are 
framed by different rooms of understanding, and thus give more or less 
weight to the landscape on different levels. A common narrative of urban-
ism and the urban landscape is that it is linked to culture and in opposition 
to nature. In the case of the waters of Rome, Hopkins, for example, de-
scribes the Cloaca Maxima as a way of opposing nature, and Aldrete ques-
tions why the elite chose to live and erect valuable buildings on the flood-
plain. It is a narrative that closely mimics the Cartesian narrative of mind 
over body which has dominated both the scientific and common under-
standing of the world in Western thought for centuries.39 Above, I tried 
to explain the point of view that perceiving the historical urban landscape 
does not have to be very different to any other type of landscape, but that 
vigilance is needed to avoid falling into hands of the familiarity of reduc-
tive narratives of the landscape.  

Are there other possible narratives of urbanism and the urban land-
scape? Here, I discuss adopting Ingold’s view on perceiving the landscape 
and applying it to the characteristics of the urban landscape. What are the 
characteristics of the historical urban landscape of Rome and its waters? 
Aldrete’s investigations into why the Romans did not do more to protect 
the city from floods present some different possibilities that give us an 
idea of what is particular to Rome: the topography provided refuge on 
high land nearby. The majority of those affected by the floods were poor, 
as buildings that mattered to the elite, such as temples and the grain de-
positories, were constructed from materials that could withstand flooding; 
many of the elites lived on higher ground, and the aqueduct system pro-
vided clean water originating from above the city (thus, it was not contam-
inated by the flood water). The last point, that clean drinking water was 
always accessible, is perhaps the most important.  

                   
38 Ingold 2012. 
39 Merchant 1983, 188, 243. 
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The throwntogethernes of Rome is apparent, and the reasons Aldrete 
presents (drawing on class, costs and technical override) for the Romans 
in Classical times not doing more to protect the capital seem reasonable. 
However, in my reading of Aldrete I cannot help but think that the Ro-
mans must have expected to be affected by the elements as at this time in 
history shelter from the elements in large structures built of durable mate-
rials was available to very few. ‘Expectation’ is a key word, and Aldrete’s 
reading of the historical landscape is perhaps a little anachronistic, as it 
does not take the expectations of shelter from the elements by the Romans 
in to account more. Furthermore, the Romans connected all of the ele-
ments directly to their different deities, who were headstrong and fickle. 
As such, why wouldn’t the elements in their control also be fickle? Roman 
religion has its roots in animism, and many of the traditions that surround 
water in Roman times are connected to interpreting signs in nature and 
providing omens.40 

Aldrete and Hopkins both mention that water in different forms could 
be sacred or ominous, but they do not discuss this in detail.41 Perhaps what 
we would today call Roman superstition was just healthy respect for the 
power of water as a source of life and death for all living things. I suggest 
that we should perhaps further investigate the mind-set of the Romans 
when interpreting historical landscape and events, and, if we apply In-
gold’s belief of how the landscape is perceived, we can note that the his-
torical landscape and events were directly dependent on the qualities of 
the contemporary landscape. The anthology The Urban Mind (Sinclair 
2010) takes its name from the idea ‘that both the built and the non-built 
environment of towns and cities, including the full range of expressions 
of material culture, are intimately connected with social memory and iden-
tity’.42 This springs from the mind-centred concept of landscape argued 
by Schama; it is in part an excellent concept. I believe that Ingold’s concept 
of how the landscape can be perceived and how this in turn has the ability 
to shape the landscape can incorporate the concept of urban mind. Per-
ceiving the urban landscape must be mind-centred, as people are partly 
mind-centred; however, the primary needs of people in cities are not dif-
ferent to those of people elsewhere. Also, urbanites need to form a tactual 
relationship that requires what Ingold describes as ‘existential involvement 
in the sensible world’ to achieve and sustain the necessary flows of food, 
                   
40 www.roman-empire.net 
41 Aldrete 2007; Hopkins 2007. 
42 Sinclair 2010, 12. 
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energy and waste. On a local level, many cities had and continue to have 
problems in achieving these flows, in particular when it comes to waste. 
However, as we have now entered the Anthropocene era, we have also 
become aware of the problems we will face in sustaining these flows on a 
global level. I would like to suggest that the ‘real’ problem is that of the 
perceived ontology of cities that modern cities are built and urbanism cre-
ated ‘as if’ people are the masters of the world. The Roman gods would 
have struck us down for such hubris, or perhaps this is what is happening. 
The enactment of the mind-centred ontology of cities is problematic and, 
to avoid obliteration, we must look to the myriad of entanglements that 
goes extends beyond people. This could be called the post-humanist on-
tology of cities, urbanism and the urban landscape, and in this kinder light 
a brighter future can perhaps be found. 

Concluding argument 
Above, I tried to articulate the importance of looking to the historical ur-
ban landscape for guidance on how to take on the future of cities and 
people. Even if we tame the Tiber by putting it between flood walls, it and 
most the water that flows through pipe systems is connected to water-
works that serve the city of Rome and so Rome’s longstanding success is 
still defined by water. We have to stop acting ‘as if’ understanding the his-
torical urban landscape is possible without studying the landscape; how-
ever, we also have to acknowledge that people are mind-centred. Cecilia 
Åsberg, who studies the intersection between nature, society and gender, 
uses water as a metaphor that helps us understand what post-humanist 
ontology could include. ‘Imagine yourself in relation to water. If diving 
from one metre water it is a liquid that will reduce the impact of the fall, 
nevertheless, if diving from a kilometre it is a solid surface that will crush 
you. What happens is a real effect of composition, relation and perspec-
tive.’43 Åsberg argues that post-humanist thought does not break from or 
transcend humanism, but rather is a continuation of it. Body and mind can 
be both united and contrary at the same time. Perhaps this is, in the sim-
plest sense, the basis of post humanism ‒ acknowledging controversy and 
dealing with its consequences or what John Law would describe as its 
messy realities.44 My hope is that this is a worldview that potentially can 

                   
43 Åsberg et al. 2012, 11. Translated by the author from Swedish. 
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help us approach the contemporary city as well as the urban landscape and 
urbanism including its historical layers with clarity and sharpness needed 
to begin solve many of the environmental problems the world is facing. 
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6. Dictator chic – reframing 
problematic cultural heritage in 

Rome’s museums1 

Anna Clareborn 

The city of Rome is a multi-layered urban space, where the different strata 
of history, memory and present create a formidable challenge for scholars 
from a wide range of disciplines.2 Among the most well-researched topics 
in terms of Rome in the modern era, are the various expressions and man-
ifestations of fascist ideology under Italy’s Prime Minister Benito Musso-
lini, and the manner in which these reverberations affect the cultural land-
scape in contemporary Italy. As historian Joshua Arthurs notes, the fascist 
period left such a considerable mark on the city of Rome that it remains 
to this day.3 These marks are what are often referred to as ‘problematic’ 
cultural heritage; that is, the kind of heritage that carries political and his-
torical connotations that are often both complex and controversial.  

In this article I will focus on a few cultural heritage locations that are 
particularly infused with such connections to the fascist period in Italy, 
and that have all been reframed to some degree.  

Problematic cultural heritage: the special case of 
Italy 
In order to discuss the reframing of these cultural heritage venues, the 
special role of problematic cultural heritage in Italy must first be ad-
dressed.  

                   
1 This article is a reworked and abbreviated version of my unpublished art his-
tory thesis, (Re)framing the Past: Staging Problematic Cultural Heritage in Contemporary 
Urban Rome (2014). It has been updated to include some more recent develop-
ments in Roman cultural heritage politics.  
2 For an excellent overview of recent cross-disciplinary research on the different 
Roman strata, see Caldwell 2011. 
3 Arthurs 2012, 156. 
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It is a generally accepted adage that fascist heritage in Germany and 
Italy must be considered entirely separately and that no, or, in any case, 
very few comparisons can be made between the two. No large-scale study 
exists, however, that convincingly makes the case for this through a com-
parison of the post-war cultural heritage of the two countries. Historian 
Richard Bessel labels the differences between the post-war regimes ‘strik-
ing’, and cites the tremendous defeat suffered by Nazi Germany, the atro-
cious war crimes committed in the name of Nazism, and the division of 
the country as three notable factors that all contributed to characterizing 
Germany’s fascist heritage as thoroughly tainted.4 In terms of Italy, how-
ever, the situation was different, as no such events transpired. Bessel clar-
ifies this gap by defining the situation in Germany not so much as depend-
ing on whether or not the Nazi past should be condemned or not, or to 
what degree, but rather how this necessary rejection should be undertaken.5  

Historian Carl Levy makes a similar case, and demonstrates how the 
rejection of fascist heritage and politics were not at all as imminent and 
indisputable in post-war Italy.6 The reasons behind these developments of 
the Italian post-war status quo are far too complex to be analyzed in this 
context, instead, some particularly relevant specifics of cultural heritage 
management will be addressed. A clear demonstration of the special char-
acteristics of the Italian situation can be made through a comparison be-
tween the Olympic Stadiums in Berlin and Rome. The former, completed 
in 1936, was the site of numerous Nazi rallies, as well as the 1936 Olympic 
Games – indisputably a location with strong ties to the Nazi regime as well 
as Hitler’s propagandistic programme.7 Similarly, the Foro Italico (for-
merly Foro Mussolini), built between 1928 and 1932, was the site for nu-
merous fascist rallies, including visits from Germany’s Hitlerjugend, and 
was then expanded and restored in time for the 1960 Olympic Games.8  

The current Berlin Olympic Stadium has been stripped of all official 
Nazi symbols and iconography, and great efforts have been made to 
demonstrate and clarify the building’s problematic history. There is a large-
scale exhibition, numerous signs and information boards on-site, as well 

                   
4 Bessel 2000, 10. 
5 Bessel 2000, 10. 
6 Levy 2000. 
7 Benton 2010, 136. 
8 It should also be noted that the whole Foro Italico complex was not entirely 
finished before the war. Agnew, 2010 p 180 ff.; Baietti 1990, 27 ff.; Gentile 
1990, 244 ff.; Borden 2005, 40. 
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as the opportunity to take part in a comprehensive guided tour of the sta-
dium, where much the focus is shifted towards an acknowledgment of the 
atrocities of the past.9 In terms of the Foro Italico, however, not much has 
changed in comparison to the 1930s incarnation. The buildings are more 
or less the same, and in several cases, they’re even used for the same pur-
poses as in the past. The fascist youth training school has been incorpo-
rated into the campus of the Roman Sapienza University, the building in-
tended to be the fascist party headquarters now houses the foreign minis-
try, and Mussolini’s personal gym is part of the conference facilities man-
aged by the municipality of Rome.10 

In addition, the 20-meter obelisk bearing the inscription ‘Mussolini 
Dux’, the Latinization of ‘Mussolini Duce’, or, more simply, Mussolini 
[the] Leader, still stands, and the many mosaics, all part of the far-reach-
ing propagandistic programme characterizing Mussolini’s reign, still spell 
out fascist mottos and still contain references to the violent conquest of 
Ethiopia.  

 
Fig. 1. The Foro Italico mosaics. 

Not only do these indisputably problematic traces remain, but they have 
also been restored twice – once during the preparations for the 1960s 
Olympics and once in the early 2000s. Additionally, the stadium is the 

                   
9 Benton 2010, 137. 
10 This is a highly condensed summary of my unpublished paper, ‘Managing 
Mussolini: Problematic Cultural Heritage in the Foro Italico – Past, Present and 
Future Perspectives’. Arthurs 2010; Borden 2005, 45 ff.; Ponzio 2008. 
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home arena for both Roman soccer teams – soccer was a sport introduced 
and used by Mussolini for political reasons, and the Ultras, Lazio’s sup-
porter group, have well-documented ties to neo-fascism.11   

Clearly, fascist heritage in Italy must be considered a special case, but it 
should be noted that the relatively high presence of such heritage does 
lead to a large degree of controversy and debate.12 This is in no manner an 
exclusively academic discussion, but a discourse present in many areas of 
Italian society as a whole, and one that affects most aspects of cultural 
management, not just the museum sector. It must, however, be added, that 
museum environments in particular have been pivotal in terms of the 
management and display of fascist cultural heritage in Rome. As Arthurs 
writes, Rome was de-musealized to some degree after the fascist era, but 
that contemporary efforts have aimed to do just the opposite – musealiz-
ing Rome.13 The remains of fascist Rome – or, more specifically, Musso-
lini’s Rome – is a highly contentious issue for several stakeholders. De-
pending on political predilections, heritage from this period can be per-
ceived either as problematic historical heritage that should be erased, or in 
any case denounced, or as a past that should be glorified and embraced. 
As Arthur emphasizes, many of the efforts regarding cultural heritage in 
postwar Rome have been centered around protecting all types of heritage, 
regardless of its connections to the fascist era; often an effort that implies 
a re-musealization.14   

The Museo della Civiltà Romana  
The Museo della Civiltà Romana, or Museum of Roman Civilization, is a 
historical and archaeological museum located in the EUR area outside the 
Roman city center. EUR, or E42 as the original development plan for the 
area was named, is short for Esposizione Universale di Roma, and was 
envisioned as the main grounds for the World Fair of 1942, which was, 
however, thwarted by the outbreak of the war. Largely, the collections 

                   
11 Arthurs 2010; Ricatti 2010, Simon 2004. 
12 For the sake of comparison, it can be added that similar controversies have 
played out regarding the Foro Italico, see for example Owen 1998, Stanley 2000, 
Carroll 2000, Barber 2005, and Lyons 2007. 
13 Arthurs 2012, 155. 
14 Arthurs 2012, 155. 
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consist of models relating to the history and expansion of the Roman Em-
pire, but also to the archaic origins of the city of Rome itself. The museum 
has increasingly fallen into disrepair during the past decade, but at the end 
of 2013 new funds were allocated for a thorough restoration of the prem-
ises, and the museum has been completely closed since January 2014. It is 
presently not known when it will reopen.  

 
Fig. 2. The Museo della Civiltà Romana in EUR. 

Arthurs characterizes the Museo della Civiltà Romana as an ambiguous 
museum environment – on the one hand, he writes, it succeeds in provid-
ing a lesson in Roman history and culture, yet on the other it remains a 
monument to the reluctance of addressing and accepting the fascist herit-
age that is so typical of Italy.15 Either way, it is incontrovertible that the 
majority of the exhibits in the Museum of Roman Civilization as they were 
exhibited in the fall of 2013, consist of what was originally fascist propa-
ganda in its purest form. The clear focus on Caesar and Augustus is not 
coincidental, nor is the emphasis on ancient Rome and its politics of con-
quest and expansion. Both Caesar and Augustus were pivotal figures of 
emulation used by Mussolini in his propagandistic programme. In addi-
tion, the history of expansionistic policies was commonly used by the fas-
cists in order to legitimize their colonial aspirations – several of the objects 
on display in the exhibits are from the former North African colonies of 
                   
15 Arthurs 2012, 154. 
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the classical age.16 As argued by Stone, the bimillennial celebrations in gen-
eral and the Mostra Augustea more specifically, should be considered 
among the most potent and relevant examples of the manner in which 
classical heritage was employed in the service of fascist propaganda during 
the 1930s.17 

The Ara Pacis Museum  
The Ara Pacis, or the altar of peace, was commissioned by the Roman 
senate in 13 B.C. and subsequently consecrated in 9 B.C. 18 The occasion 
was the peace in the Roman Empire following Emperor Augustus’ suc-
cessful military campaigns north of the Alps. The original location of the 
altar was along today’s Via del Corso, south-east of the contemporary Ara 
Pacis museum. The altar was gradually buried and forgotten over the cen-
turies, and remained entirely lost until fragments of the structure began 
surfacing during the 16th century. 

However, these remains were not identified as belonging to the actual 
Ara Pacis until the late 19th century.19 The first major excavation of the 
monument took place in 1903, but it was not until thirty years later that 
Mussolini initiated the considerable project of moving the altar to its new 
place in the Piazzale.20 The altar has remained in this location since the 
1930s, originally enclosed by a pavilion created by architect Vittorio Ballio 
Morpurgo, and then by a new and highly controversial Richard Meier-de-
signed museum completed in 2006. 

                   
16 See, for example Notaro 1997; Arthurs 2012, 91-93, Petricoli 1990, and Munzi 
2001. 
17 Stone 1998. 
18 It should be noted that a few brief, edited passages in this section have been 
taken from my unpublished paper, ‘Staging Cultural Heritage in the Ara Pacis 
Museum’ from 2012. 
19 Rossini 2009, 6-13; Conforti 2007, 105. 
20 Conforti 2007, 107. 
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Fig. 3. The Ara Pacis in its Meier shell.  

Ties to Mussolini and his rule have been present throughout the entire 
history of the excavated altar. Rossini, for example, argues that the con-
struction of the Piazza Augusto Imperatore, including its first exhibition 
space for the Ara Pacis remains irrevocably intertwined with Rome’s fas-
cist heritage, and that the altar will forever be inextricably linked with fas-
cist heritage in the mind of the Roman people.21 Merely ignoring the mon-
ument had indeed seemed to work best in terms of avoiding the subject 
of political controversy altogether. The proposed Meier project was per-
ceived, in many ways, as picking up directly where Mussolini’s urban pro-
ject had been interrupted by the war. 22 

In many ways, however, the new building project served to distance the 
altar from this history. Franco Purini believes there only remains the very 
slightest echo of the Mussolinian mythology that was the whole purpose 
of the new Piazza Augusto Imperatore. Furthermore, he claims that the 
new building and the new museum contribute to a musealization of the 
altar - in the building by Morpurgo, on the other hand, the altar was always 
exhibited as an ideologically infused relic of the past. He further stresses 
that the only way to neutralize the symbolic content that was attributed to 
the altar during the thirties, was to do exactly what was asked of Meier – 

                   
21 Rossini 2007, 93. 
22 Rossini 2007, 100f. 
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to transform it from a simulacro politico, or a kind of sacralized emblem of 
empire, and to tie together the classic period with the fascist period, into 
what he refers to as a ‘historic document’. He believed the new building 
helps with establishing the fact that the Ara Pacis is a true historic piece 
and not a political relic – it renders the altar ‘more historic’ and in his 
opinion gives the undertaking an air of scientific credibility.23 

In the international press, however, the new museum was not so 
warmly received upon its inauguration. The controversy regarding the pro-
ject has been the most widely reported news regarding the Ara Pacis Mu-
seum by far – surpassing news about exhibitions, other events, or visitor 
records manyfold.24 One of the main issues emphasized by the critics was, 
ironically, that the new building contrasts too strongly with its environs 
and that it does in fact not succeed in shedding its fascist past. Architecture 
critic Nicolai Ouroussoff calls the new structure “disrespectful” and 
writes, “[…] in its relationship to the glories of the city around it, the build-
ing is as clueless as its Fascist predecessors. The piazza, designed in the 
1930s, was a blunt propaganda tool intended to invest the Fascist state 
with the grandeur of imperial Rome; Meier's building is a contemporary 
expression of what can happen when an architect fetishizes his own style 
out of a sense of self-aggrandizement.”25 

Ouroussoff stresses the fascist connection further as he describes the 
Piazza Augusto Imperatore as, “[…] a prime example of how the Fascists 
used architecture to reshape and distort history.” He feels the building 
recreates and reemphasizes the monumental nature of the fascist elements 
of the piazza, something he believes would have been better to downplay 
and contrast. He goes on to draw direct parallels between Morpurgo’s re-
structuring of the Piazza Augusto Imperatore and the new Meier project, 
claiming that Meier’s work is as insensitive to the ancient city’s character 

                   
23 Purini 2007, 125. 
24 See for example Hooper (The Guardian) 2005; Fitzgerald 1998; Sardar (San 
Francisco Chronicle) 2006; Winfield (The Globe and Mail) 2009; Rose (The 
Guardian) 2006; Riding (The New York Times) 2006; Popham (The Independ-
ent) 2008; Stanley (The New York Times) 2001 (a); Johnston (The Daily Tele-
graph) 2001; Dyckhoff (The Times) 2009; Gerfen 2006; Stanley (The New York 
Times) 2001 (b); Falconi (The Associated Press) 2006; Stewart (The Vancouver 
Sun/Reuters) 2008; Moore (The Daily Telegraph) 2006; Penner (The Times) 
2006; or Sanminiatelli (The Australian) 2005 - as compared to, among very few 
similar examples, Spiegelman (The Wall Street Journal) 2007. 
25 Ouroussoff (The New York Times) 2006. 
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as Morpurgo’s was during the fascist period. In an interview, Meier himself 
claims he incorporated metaphor and history into the construction.26  

In this context, it is particularly interesting to also comment on the 
temporary exhibitions held in the designated exhibition space at the Ara 
Pacis Museum. Thematically, the main focus since the opening of the mu-
seum has been art, design and film. In terms of art, big names have gen-
erally been favored. The main 2013/2014 exhibition, for example, was en-
titled Gemme dell’Impressionismo, or Gems of Impressionism, and consisted 
of works on loan from the National Gallery of Art in Washington DC. 
There was also a Russian avant-garde exhibit in 2012, as well as an indi-
vidual Chagall exhibit in 2010/2011. As regards the design focus, there 
was a Jean Prouvé exhibit in 2008, a Bruno Munari exhibit in 2008/2009, 
an Italian design showcase entitled Disegno e Design as well as an Ales-
sandro Mendini exhibition in 2009, and a design retrospective called 
Trentannidisegno in 2010. As for film, an exhibit was devoted to Vittorio 
De Sica in 2013, and there was also an Italian film retrospective in 
2012/2013. The two temporary exhibits that have generated the most in-
ternational attention by far, however, are two more pop-culturally oriented 
events - Valentino a Roma/45 Years of Style, a large-scale Valentino exhibit 
which was carried out in 2007, as well as another film exhibition entitled 
Audrey a Roma, or Audrey in Rome, about actress Audrey Hepburn’s re-
lationship with Rome.  

There are two temporary exhibits that are particularly relevant to this 
context and that will therefore receive some additional attention. One is I 
Colori dell’Ara Pacis – The Colors of the Ara Pacis, which consists of a series 
of laser projections on the various pictorial and ornamental friezes of the 
altar itself. It has been a recurring, temporary exhibition since late 2009, 
usually returning once a year and running on Saturday nights for two or 
three months at a time. In order to maximize the effectiveness of the laser 
projections in the glass building, the exhibition is only open at night, usu-
ally between the hours of 8 PM and 1 AM. The area around the museum 
is rife with small bars and restaurants and is hence fairly busy on Friday 
and Saturday nights.  

The second is the Valentino exhibit mentioned above, which was ex-
hibited in the museum during the autumn of 2007.27 Hundreds of bright 

                   
26 Sardar 2006. 
27 Rosenthal (The International Herald Tribune) 2007; Petroff (The Associated 
Press) 2007. 
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red Valentino gowns were displayed on mannequins, walls, and other sur-
faces of the museum, contrasting very obviously against the altar. The 
preparations for and execution of the exhibit was even made the focus of 
Valentino: The Last Emperor – the Valentino documentary that premiered at 
the Venice film festival in 2008.28 According to Patrick Kinmonth and 
Antonio Monfreda who designed the exhibition, the Ara Pacis was found 
to be a suitable backdrop for the gowns, as it emphasized their sense of 
timelessness.29 

The Villa Torlonia Museum  
In the case of the Villa Torlonia Museum, it should be clarified that the 
Musei di Villa Torlonia is in fact a collection of museums and other sights 
and sites, scattered throughout the Villa Torlonia park, which itself is con-
sidered part of the museum complex, or the culture park. The building 
mainly relevant to this analysis, however, is the 18/19th-century Casino 
Nobile, or the main building. The park is situated on Via Nomentana in 
the city center, but on the outskirts of the areas most frequented by tour-
ists.  

Once a sumptuous residence for the Torlonia family, it fell into some 
disrepair and was offered to Mussolini in 1925 by Giovanni Torlonia who 
was the last uncontested heir of the family. It was rented to Mussolini’s 
family for the symbolic sum of one lire per annum.30  He, his wife and 
children remained in residence in the building during nearly the entire time 
Mussolini was in power, between 1925 and 1943. The family lived in the 
Casino Nobile, but other parts of the park were put into use as well, such 
as a 19th century building that was used for parties and other gatherings, 
a large cinema, and an open area turned into a tennis court by Mussolini, 
among other spaces.31 Towards the end of the war, English and American 
troops occupied the villa, which was then left largely abandoned and ne-
glected until the 1970s. In 1978, the municipality of Rome purchased the 

                   
28 Meyer (Sarasota Herald Tribune) 2009. 
29 Menkes (The New York Times) 2007. 
30 Campitelli et al. 2008, 19, 183. 
31 Campitelli et al. 2008, 19, 154, 159, 186. There were also some instances of 
other family member residing in other buildings in the park, but this has not 
been deemed of consequence for this analysis.  
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complex and started a restoration process that would last well into the 21st 
century.  

 
Fig. 4. Actually on display in the Villa Torlonia Museum: Mussolini’s bed. 

The Casino Nobile was one of the last buildings to be fully restored and 
was turned into a museum in 2006. It was opened on March 22, 2006, then 
closed again for additional restorations on October 1, and then finally re-
opened in December.32 

In order to further contextualize the problematic nature of the Villa 
Torlonia Museum’s Casino Nobile exhibit, some clarifications need to be 
made regarding L’Istituto LUCE – or L’Unione Cinematografica Educa-
tiva. The LUCE Institute was founded by Mussolini in 1924, entirely in 
accordance with his focus on propaganda. The materials produced by 
LUCE before and during the war were among the most efficient and elab-
orate propaganda tools of the fascist regime.33 There was a large cinema 
in the park surrounding the museum, originally set up by the LUCE insti-
tute, who also organized the showings of clips, films and newsreels. All 
the photographs and all the film clips shown in the exhibit bear the LUCE 
eagle sigil and were produced in the same context as the original Ara Pacis 

                   
32 See for example Bucci (La Repubblica) 2006, 9 Oct. 
33 See for example Argentieri 1979, Benedetti 2002, Caprotti 2005 or Laura 
2000. 
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museum, as well as the main contents of the Museo della Civiltà Romana 
location and exhibition contents – as fascist propaganda.  

Several of the most potent propaganda strategies used by Mussolini are 
echoed in the museum exhibit. The strong focus on family and traditional 
values is there, even though it has been entirely refuted in modern research 
that Mussolini was in any manner a traditional family man – it is true he 
lived at the Villa Torlonia with his wife and children - but his mistress was 
kept in an apartment directly across the street.34 He is also painted as a 
physical man who exercises regularly, another well-known propagandistic 
trope that went hand in hand with the fascist ideal of a sound mind in a 
sound body. One of the most common depictions of Mussolini is exactly 
this – Il Duce practicing sport.35  

When the museum was inaugurated, Mayor Walter Veltroni openly 
acknowledged the problematic nature of the Villa Torlonia. He stated the 
five decades of neglect the park and its buildings had suffered emanated 
from a need to forget the past - the Italian nation, he stated, had tried to 
expunge the experience it represented. In his speech during the opening 
ceremony, he said, "There are places that become victims of history, places 
darkened by feelings of guilt, embarrassment and unjust fears of what 
memories might be awakened. Villa Torlonia is one of these places. Now 
people can visit it serenely."36 

It is, however, also necessary to contextualize the creation of the Mus-
solini exhibit in the Villa Torlonia Museum’s Casino Nobile further. In 
international as well as national media, the museum has been compared to 
the restoration efforts of fascist buildings and monuments, and the re-
evaluation of fascist heritage in Italy.37 Furthermore, this has been contex-
tualized as belonging to a more recent trend defined as ‘tyrant tourism’. 38 
This suggests Mussolini’s villa can be placed in the same context as that of 
Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest, Tito’s bunker, Franco’s palace, Stalin’s summer 
house, and so forth.  

It is clear that all three museums can be characterized as problematic 
cultural heritage sites, departing from the general definition ventured 
above. They all have undeniable and very obvious connections to fascist 

                   
34 Lo Bello (The Globe and Mail) 1980. 
35 Falasca-Zamponi 2000, 67–70. 
36 Penner (The Times) 2006. 
37 Editorial staff/International section (ANI) 2008. 
38 Whitley (CNN Wire) 2013. 
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heritage, they have been musealized and commodified, and they have all 
been the subject of much media attention. 

Reframing; rebranding; renewing 
It is undeniable that all three case study museums are examples of prob-
lematic cultural heritage with strong connections to the fascist period in 
general and Benito Mussolini in particular. The contents and origins of the 
exhibits correspond to a very large degree when examined in the context 
of fascist propaganda. The manner in which this fascist heritage is staged 
in the three museum environments differs completely, however, and rep-
resents three separate manners in which problematic cultural heritage can 
be reframed, staged, and thus renegotiated or rebranded.  

In the case of the Museo della Civiltà Romana, where the imposingly 
fascist visual experience of the museum building and the area as a whole 
dominate much of the experience, all connections to the fascist and prop-
agandistic origins of the exhibit have been eliminated in signage and other 
materials. The newly framed image of the museum as manifested in the 
1950s – as an institution of mainly scientific and didactic value – has re-
mained more or less intact; it might even be said to have been strength-
ened by the additions of the Planetarium and the Museum of Astronomy 
to the site. This, however, has not been enough to wash away the prob-
lematic stamp of the past, as the closure of the museum clearly demon-
strates. But the EUR area around it is changing, having recently received 
a top-tier glamour injection. Late in 2015, fashion behemoth Fendi opened 
their headquarters in the adjacent ‘Square Colosseum’ building, one of the 
most recognizable landmarks of EUR’s fascist landscape.39 Not until the 
Museo della Civiltà Romana reopens (if ever) will it be possible to offer a 
re-evaluation of its status in the context of EUR’s renewal.  

In the case of the Ara Pacis, a more blatant reframing has taken place. 
It is true that the signage and other materials largely disregard the fascist 
heritage, as in the above case, but here the controversy has been buried 
far deeper than that. With the original Morpurgo building entirely de-
stroyed, and the new Meier shell in place, the Ara Pacis has become a 
typical representative of global museum starchitecture in action, complete 
with significantly increased visitor numbers, appearances in blockbuster 

                   
39 See, for instance, Ben-Ghiat 2017.   
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movies, and bright red designer gowns on display. The building itself, and 
all its connotations, are now the most visible and obvious manifestation 
of the Ara Pacis site.  

In the case of the Villa Torlonia Museum’s Casino Nobile, however, 
nothing is buried. This, rather, is a clear-cut case of hiding in plain sight. 
Through the association with the Torlonia family and their imposing man-
sion, and through the domestic focus of the exhibit, the Mussolini family 
is staged as a family, and Mussolini as a family man. Above all, they’re 
historic personalities, much like any other individuals exhibited in similar 
environments. The fact that the father in this particular historic family 
happened to also be a fascist dictator is the only thing creating a disso-
nance, and as such, is absorbed by the rest. As has been seen, an alternative 
interpretation of the site is that of a form of manifestation of a trend in 
dictator chic, but either way, the softer side of Mussolini is what is staged 
above anything else.  

It is certainly possible that Veltroni’s hope that fascist sites can be re-
claimed and visited with newfound ‘serenity’ has foundation, but in what 
manner does this reclaiming address what the world at large considers a 
distortion of truth? The latest news from Rome implies such considera-
tions might not even be on the radar: the long-neglected Mausoleum of 
Augustus, right across the piazzale from the Ara Pacis Museum, has re-
cently received corporate sponsorship from Telecom Italia, and Giuseppe 
Recchi, the president of the telecommunications company promises a 
“sensational” multimedia show, created by “Oscar-winning Italian direc-
tors”. 40 And just like that, another fascist relic is nudged into the frame, 
soon ready for its close-up.  
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7. A study of the shallow 

Klara Lindroos 

Setting foot in Rome I see dozens, even hundreds, of people taking pic-
tures of themselves using selfie sticks, or “mono pod” as it says on the 
label of the one I buy. The stick costs around €10, I connect it to my 
smartphone, and I am set to join in with the other tourists in the apparent 
trend.  

I thought there might exist something of interest here. Something hav-
ing to do with the “I”, and the “self”, that seemed so present and in focus 
in this activity. I used it as a telescope arm to get a better view of things 
out of reach. I also used it for what its name implies, taking pictures of 
myself. As a tool, the selfie stick enables one to have control over more of 
the background than what the arm itself is able to have. I could more easily 
combine myself with my background, having the stick in my hand. It also 
had implications for the physical space of the streets (I use the term ‘space’ 
based on Adrian Forty’s definition).1 With all the sticks sticking out, and 
other tourists backing and bumping in to you whilst using it, you really 
have to pay attention. In the path leading to the entrance of the Colosseum 
there are signs prohibiting the use of selfie sticks. 

A friend commented on a selfie I posted on the first day of the stay, 
urging me to make selfie-spin-videos. That is, filming or taking a sequence 
of pictures, whilst turning 360 degrees standing at the same spot. Arvida 
Byström and Maja Malou Lyse describe the effect this will have as “this 
will create some motion in your background, while you remain sharp”.2 So 
I followed the advice, but the effect wasn’t great. I was disappointed with 
my backdrop. I was in focus, but it was too messy, the background con-
tained too many impressions. I tried it in the middle of the Pantheon, but 
it was too full of other tourists. What I had learnt, though, was that the 
concept of stick-filming myself in a circular room seemed to work visually 
fine. 

Now my pattern of movement started to change. Using a map I sought 
for other circular buildings and plazas. Maybe I could find other, less 
crowded, ones? I ended up looking more at sites and buildings for the 

                   
1 Forty 2000, 256-275. 
2 Byström & Lyse 2015, 1:40–1:47 [my transcription]. 
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possibility of using them as a backdrop for me rather than looking at them 
in their own right. I also ended up looking more at myself than I had an-
ticipated from this trip. Maybe that’s why, after a few days, I grew tired of 
using the selfie stick. I saw the city through the screen. The flat picture 
cannot substitute the experience of the physical space that became very 
obvious during our stay in Rome.  

In search of a centre, at last, I found a kind of “middle-of-it-all”. En-
closed in the courtyard of the church of San Pietro in Montorio, on the 
Janiculum, there lies a little round building. Erected 1502 as a memorial 
marking the place of the crucifixion of Saint Peter, the Tempietto is also a 
symbol marking the centre of the Church of Rome, and the centre of the 
world.3 

Home again 
What you see here, in the pictures, is an interpretation of the plan of Do-
nato Bramante’s (ca 1444-1514) Tempietto of San Pietro in Montorio. Ex-
ecuted in pencil, graphite, charcoal and pastel crayon, it displays the 
ground floor level. The visualisation is based on the measurements of the 
plan as presented by Arnaldo Bruschi.4 

I couldn’t find any joy or contentment in the photos or videos I had 
taken in Rome. They seemed of little interest. The picture I wanted to keep 
from this trip was this: A visualisation of a perspective of a building I can 
never look at in real life. So I created one at home. I wanted to go inwards. 
Into the plan of the building. Away from the surface, away from the fa-
çade. I wanted to investigate other levels than the visible ones. What is 
possible to see cannot be the only thing worth to remember about a space.  

References 
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8. The making of Garbatella in the 
midst of tourism, gentrification, 

and Rome’s urban heritage 

Charlotta Widmark 

Garbatella is one of the most charming, intriguing, hippest and appealing 
neighbourhoods in Rome. It was created in the 1920s for the working 
classes and was modelled on English garden suburbs. The laidback and 
carefree vibe is infectious, and the eclectic architecture is a thrilling mix of 
numerous styles.1  

The quartiere di Garbatella, situated in the district of Ostiense, 3.5 km south 
of Rome’s historical centre, is an area that has received more attention 
during the last few years. It appears frequently in tourism descriptions, and 
is therefore an interesting object of study for the themes of this volume. 
How has Garbatella come to be described the way it is on the tourism sites 
(see the quote above), and why did its popularity increase? Does Gar-
batella have a special character, and if so, why? By exploring the city’s pro-
cess of change in terms of the interdependent concepts of space and place2 
during a certain period, we may get to know something about its social 
and political development, but we may also learn something about how 
the social and political reality has affected the city’s space. That is, how the 
use of the city’s space and place has changed in terms of who uses and has 
control over places, and what meanings are ascribed to different parts of 
the city by different actors. This approach includes tracing the transfor-
mation of a place by analysing historical events and influences, and under-
standing how a certain heritage is used in order to give meaning to a certain 
space. Garbatella is a neighbourhood that has passed through different 

                   
1 http://www.gpsmycity.com/tours/garbatella-walk-364.html (Accessed: 2017-
10-12) 
2 I follow common definitions among social scientists who see “spaces” as the 
result of relations and interactions between people and things, under constant 
reshaping, and attached meaning by the people who use it. Socially constructed 
spaces are seen as “places” in this vein, see below.  
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epochs of Italian history and may therefore have been constructed differ-
ently in relation to heritage. Anthropologists study the interplay between 
the production of space, for example urban planning, and the construction 
of space, i.e. people’s life and meaning-making processes. What can we 
learn from Garbatella and what sense of belonging was developed in this 
neighbourhood? By briefly tracing the different influences that made up 
Garbatella since it was constructed, I will touch upon the discussion 
around urban heritage, as well as urban design and identity as proposed 
for this volume. By applying the concept of place-making I will discuss the 
development of Garbatella as a neighbourhood, as an object of Rome’s 
gentrification process, and as a site for tourists, to dwell upon the issues 
that would merit further investigation.  

The neighbourhood of Garbatella was one of the places I visited during 
the excursion to Rome with the research node called The Good City – 
Urbanism and Social Change, a research environment consisting of re-
searchers, PhD candidates, and Master students. One day of the excursion 
was dedicated to study architecture from the Italian fascist period in two 
neighbourhoods of Rome. This essay, inspired by the visit to Garbatella, 
builds on an analysis of tourist descriptions, newspaper articles, articles 
with planning perspective, historical, and anthropological studies of 
Rome. 

Place-making 
The conceptual pair of “space and place” is central to the discipline of 
geography, but has proved to be important in urban studies no matter the 
disciplinary direction. The concepts are different but mutually dependent, 
and have various connotations in different scholarly contexts. Following 
the geographer Doreen Massey the space of the city can be seen to be 
constantly reshaping, a product of relations and interactions between peo-
ple (individuals and groups), between people and things, as well as global 
and national interactions.3 It is constituted by multiple bodies and trajec-
tories.4 According to the perspective of Massey, the multiplicity of aims of 
spaces give the places of the city a variety of contested meanings depend-
ing on who uses them.5  

                   
3 Doreen Massey 2005; see also Low 2017. 
4 Low 2017, 211. 
5 Massey 2005. 
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In their overview of urban anthropology, Jaffe and De Koning, point 
to the fact that “place” refers to a limited space that has been given mean-
ing through people’s experiences.6 Place-making happens and is given 
meaning in a process where people create relations and a sense of belong-
ing, in other words through the process by which a more abstract space is 
transformed into a concrete, meaningful place.7 Social scientists call so-
cially constructed spaces as “places” and the social construction process 
as “place-making”.8 Rodman perceives place as a politicised social and cul-
tural construct, i.e., “…places are politicised, culturally relative, historically 
specific, local and multiple constructions”.9 The importance of relations 
for the construction of a neighbourhood is also underlined by anthropol-
ogists. The relational approach to place-making in anthropology was de-
veloped in the end of the 1990’s by anthropologists like Appadurai, who 
points out that what is “here” can be known only in relation to what is 
conceptualised as “there”.10 Jaffe and De Koning conclude that global 
flows and connections inform the relational perspective on place-making 
and belonging.11  

“Place-making” is a multi-faceted concept used by social scientists, as 
well as city planners and policy makers to refer to a process that could be 
organic and bottom-up or planned and top-down. Tourism development 
may be influenced by both approaches, but as an economic activity it al-
ways has a planned place-making agenda.12 In this essay I will use “place-
making” to refer to the social and material processes of construction of 
the place. These processes emerge in the interplay of the ‘organic’ and the 
‘planned’ in relation to the historical development of the city of Rome 
specifically, and Italy in general. 

                   
6 Jaffe & De Koning 2016. 
7 Jaffe & De Koning 2016, 23. 
8 Low 2017. 
9 Rodman 1992, 641. 
10 Appuardi 1996. 
11 Jaffe & De Koning 2016, 39. 
12 Lew 2017. 
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What characterises the garden suburb of 
Garbatella? 
On our excursion to Rome we arrived at Garbatella using the metropolitan 
subway, three stations from EUR Esposizione Universale Roma, where 
we had studied architecture from the Italian fascist period at Mussolini’s 
1942 proposed World’s Fair site. Compared to EUR, Garbatella seemed 
an inviting neighbourhood with colourful houses, including designed or-
ganic elements in the form of arches, balconies, stairs, gardens, fountains, 
and squares. Following our object of study for the day, architecture from 
the fascist period left traces in the neighbourhood of Garbatella as well, 
but did not inspire its original creation. In the neighbourhood one can find 
traces from different epochs of the neighbourhood’s development. 

 
Fig. 1. Street view of the Garbatella neighbourhood (photograph by C. Widmark). 

In the 20th century urban planners were interested in constructing new 
utopian cities. Garbatella was built in the 1920s with inspiration from the 
British planner Ebenezer Howard’s ideas of the “Garden City”. The gar-
den city movement resulted in the construction of several new towns, 
planned in order to take care of the residents’ physical and mental well-
being. It was supposed to counteract the perceived negative conditions 
that resulted due to life in the large city.13 The garden city is an example of 

                   
13 Jaffe & De Koning 2016, 125. 
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planned place-making.14 The suburb of Garbatella was built in the begin-
ning of the 20th century as a fallout of the industrial development of Rome. 
Politicians and planners, inspired by ideals of progress and modernisation, 
looked for new ways to find solutions for the city’s social problems and 
lack of housing for the workers of the industry. The neighbourhood was 
built by Istituto Case Popolari (ICP), founded in 1903 to address problems 
of hygiene, overcrowding, and lack of basic services for the working clas-
ses.15 According to De Michelis the construction of Garbatella was an at-
tempt to adapt the English model to the Roman context. The suburb was 
built in a style that “drew heavily upon the still-vital practice of the Roman 
artisan; a heritage of art and craft”.16 The images of the early Garbatella 
architecture are picturesque and with a variety of building styles and dec-
orations inspired by farms and villages in the countryside. The uniform 
modernistic building structures of the post-war part of Garbatella, were 
not present here initially. 

In terms of organic place-making in Garbatella, different populations 
have influenced the neighbourhood, changes that started quite shortly af-
ter its creation. In 1921, Garbatella’s population was around 3 500, a slight 
majority of blue-collar workers. The suburb served as an example of new 
and modern ways of constructing “the house for the modest classes”.17 
Following Mussolini’s rise to power (1922-1945) the suburb was object to 
many changes hosting thousands of people who had been displaced from 
Rome’s central parts due to the restoration project in the city centre and 
the removal of rent control introduced during the First World War. The 
population of the suburb rose to 23,000 in only a few years and the ICP 
had to respond by introducing two new types of housing the “rapid-hous-
ing” and the “super-block”.18 

Further changes were introduced after the Second World War when 
the neighbourhood expanded with new kinds of buildings. The report of 
Athanasiou et al. from the “Cornell in Rome workshop” about the neigh-
bourhood’s development, comparing pre-war and post-war Garbatella is 
an in-depth study of the buildings.19 The study compares “two Gar-
batella”, each built either before (about 34 per cent) or after the Second 

                   
14 Lew 2017. 
15 De Michelis 2009, 2010; Cramer-Greenbaum 2011. 
16 De Michelis 2009, 510. 
17 De Michelis 2009, 514. 
18 De Michelis 2009; Cramer-Greenbaum 2011. 
19 Athanasiou et al. 2012. 
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World War (about 66 per cent of the neighbourhood).20 Pre-war Gar-
batella consisted of low-density apartments and multifamily housing units, 
while post-war Garbatella was composed of entirely high-rise apartment 
buildings of five to ten stories. The study is a survey of Garbatella, with 
the purpose to present information on the urbanistic aspects of the neigh-
bourhood, including its history, layout, design, and demographics. The re-
port shows the way the design of streets and architecture changed in the 
post-war era, to host the rise and density of the population. Spatially the 
neighbourhood is divided in different parts depending on the time it was 
built, a division that also reflects the differences in the demographics of 
the population. According to the study there are significant differences 
between levels of education, employment rates, immigration, and kind of 
occupations between the “two Garbatellas”. Pre-war Garbatella was char-
acterised in the study as working-class with a strong community and a long 
family tradition. Post-war Garbatella hosted a larger population with col-
lege degrees and more financial means, and the departments were depend-
ent on market prices to a larger extent. Thus, the way Garbatella was so-
cially constructed was influenced by a spatial division resulting from a cer-
tain political development in the city. One wonders whether this division 
continues to carry meaning today, and if so, then how do the current in-
habitants perceive it. Architectonical references to Garbatella do almost 
exclusively refer to the older part of the area. If there is such a thing as a 
“Garbatella identity”, does it comprise the complete neighbourhood or 
only the older part? The Garbatella referred to in the books of architecture 
and in the tourist sites is limited to the space of the pre-war Garbatella, its 
beautiful buildings, inviting streets to stroll on, and restaurants and cafés, 
while the space of the entire neighbourhood most certainly has another 
connotation for the people living there where the functionality of the area 
is more in focus, for example its grocery stores, health services, schools, 
and offices.  

Organic, bottom-up, place-making processes involve the way places are 
claimed and shaped through every day practices. A place is given meaning 
through the way people imprint values, traditions and contribute to the 
place’s identity.21 According to De Michelis Garbatella had a distinct left-
wing political character that remained intact, through the transformations 
carried out in the name of fascist urban policies.22 The continuation of the 
                   
20 Athanasiou et al. 2012, 5. 
21 Lew 2017. 
22 De Michelis 2009. 
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design that promoted communal living with shared places and services, 
including gardens and courtyards contributed to the development of a 
sense of community and identity, distinct from the rest of Rome. De 
Michelis calls it: “A Roman neighbourhood sensitive to the heritage and 
social identity of its residents; an identity that still distinguishes and defines 
the Garbatella today”.23  

Garbatella is an example of a place that has been given multiple mean-
ings, due to its heterogenous population. Socially, the development of 
Garbatella that followed during the fascist regime addressed not only the 
needs of those displaced from the city centre, but also the growing petty 
bourgeoisie and civil servants of the city. “The result was a heterogeneous 
social stratification that constitutes one of the peculiarities of Garbatella. 
Garbatella, as we know it today, is the result of multiple interventions, 
additional projects, and experimentations in housing”.24 Annunziata con-
tinues by referring to the designed system of gardens and open spaces that 
characterised Garbatella and gave it a certain spatiality. She says the way 
Garbatella is represented is based on the importance of public open spaces 
that link the collective memory to the gardens and open spaces and the 
way they, in turn, are linked to anti-fascist resistance and practices of soli-
darity. Italian historians recount the way in which Garbatella’s reputation 
as a place where “practices of resistance were a part of everyday life, was 
gradually gaining popularity”.25 Garbatella subsequently increased the 
number of public spaces when it achieved, in the 1930s, the status of self-
sufficient neighbourhood with public facilities, such as school, church and 
theatre.26 Thus, the meaning-making attached to Garbatella relates to the 
open and public spaces, which for some actors are important for the con-
struction of a social identity for the inhabitants, and according to some 
scholars influence the collective memory of identity formation. 

Whether the left-wing character mentioned by Annunziata refers to the 
entire population of Garbatella today or mostly to the inhabitants of the 
pre-war-built buildings, is not clear. Two important social centres are men-
tioned by Anathasiou et al. in the neighbourhood.27 Built in the pre-war 
period, the Casetta Rossa was established in the 1990s, as a restaurant and 
social centre of Garbatella in the Park of Cavallo Pazzo. According to 

                   
23 De Michelis 2009, 518. 
24 Annunziata 2017, 30. 
25 Annunziata 2017, 31. 
26 Annunziata 2017, 31. 
27 Anathasiou et al. 2012. 
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Anathasiou et al., a “group of activists from La Strada occupied the aban-
doned red house, renovated it and established a bar, restaurant, and social 
space for the neighbourhood (Casetta Rossa)”.28 La Strada is a social cen-
tre that was started in 1994, by young squatters – locals, and activists – 
and came to serve as a meeting point for people in the area, as well as 
provider of social services. Run by a grassroots organisation, the centre 
provided cultural opportunities for local citizens and left-wing activists. 
The left-wing character of the centre was still expressed in 2017, when for 
example, a mural painting in the honour of the then recently deceased 
Cuban commander Fidel Castro was inaugurated.29 The presence of left-
wing activists can also be seen through the number of murals and graffiti 
present in the neighbourhood, (see H. Widmark, this volume). 

The importance of Garbatella as a place where people care about po-
litical developments, could be illustrated by the fact that Matteo Salvini, 
member of European parliament and leader of the right-wing party Lega 
Nord, was going to visit Garbatella in May 2015, very close to our visit. 
This visit was reported on, contested and discussed in the Italian newspa-
pers. “The ‘bomb’ Salvini has arrived in Rome”.30 On 11th of May 2015, 
several Roman newspapers reported Salvini’s proposed visit to Garbatella. 
La Repubblica reported that the mobilisation was in full swing in the red 
district, La Casetta Rossa, La Strada, the grassroots organisations and the 
inhabitants were waiting for Salvini and would oppose him with a mani-
festation in front of the multi-ethnic primary School Cesare Battisti at the 
square at the heart of the neighbourhood. “We know how to welcome him 
with a laugh”, said one of the inhabitants. “Laughter is the figure of Gar-
batella: we will know how to use it also with those who sow hatred and 
grudges”.31 QuiLeggo reported how Salvini’s visit led to many residents 
wanting to invoke the democratic, anti-racist, and inclusive soul of the 
neighbourhood.32 The next day, on the 12th of May, Il Messaggero re-
ported that the Lega leader cancelled his visit to Garbatella referring to 
lack of public order. In the morning, posters had appeared on city walls 
against the presence of the politician stating ‘we don't want you’. Several 

                   
28 Anathasiou et al. 2012, 10. 
29 ”Roma Garbatella la strada inaugurato murale dedicato a Fidel Castro”. La 
Repubblica 4 marzo 2017. 
30 Antonio Angeli: “La ’bomba’ Salvini è arrivata a Roma”. Il Tempo 11 maggio 
2015. 
31 Carlo Picozza: “La Visita”. La Repubblica 11 maggio 2015. 
32 Lorena Loiacono: “Garbatella, allarme salvini”. QuiLeggo 11 maggio 2015. 
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voices in opposition were heard. The president of the municipality, An-
drea Catarci had told the newspaper that “his sowing of hatred and racism 
is not welcome, Garbatella will never be a fertile ground for his propa-
ganda”. A local resident, Maria, added: “The neighbourhood would have 
welcomed him badly, of course, but always with a civilised attitude, be-
cause we are good people with a great tradition of democracy, but we don't 
understand exactly why he should have come here”.33 Whether Salvini 
eventually came to visit Garbatella is another story, but the reactions re-
ported significantly demonstrated the presence of left-wing activism in the 
neighbourhood at the time of our visit. To what extent these opinions 
were contested, we don’t know.   

 
Fig. 2: A wall in Garbatella with posters from La Strada and others, protesting 
against the politics and visit of Matteo Salvini (photograph by C. Widmark). 

It seems that Garbatella as a neighbourhood hosted different, somewhat 
contradictory developments and place-making processes since its creation 
in the 1920s. On the one hand, the original ideas that shaped the “garden 
city” in order to take care of the citizen’s physical and mental well-being, 
characterised by its location outside, but not too far from Rome’s city cen-
tre, with organically shaped houses built around gardens, as meeting points 
for the inhabitants etc., were met by the pressure to host large groups of 

                   
33 Laura Boglioli and Simone Cattetieri: “Salvini alla Garbatella, tour rinviato. Il 
Messagero 12 maggio 2015. 
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people evicted from the city centre of Rome and subsequent develop-
ments after the Second World War. On the other hand, there are signs of 
a locally-based distinct left-wing political character and identity, which 
seemed to resist fascist transformations, residing parallel with the later ne-
oliberal developments including attractive housing for people who com-
mute to the city centre of Rome or are part of the academic community 
of the nearby university. What factors promote the continuation of the 
leftist identity, and will the inhabitants embrace or resist future gentrifica-
tion processes? Tourist-induced place-making and gentrification processes 
often go hand in hand, so how is Garbatella seen in the eyes of the entre-
preneurs of tourism? 

Garbatella in the tourist gaze  
According to Lew tourist place-making may be either organic or planned, 
or a combination of both.34 A place may, for example, be developed into 
a site for tourism because it is “discovered” by the tourists, in a process 
where the inhabitants see the visitors as an opportunity to earn extra in-
come, or a place may be the object of tourism entrepreneurs’ or municipal 
authorities’ transformation plans towards the creation of a tourist destina-
tion. Lew identifies a number of place-making tools often used by the 
tourism industry. They range in a continuum from tangible (physical de-
sign), to mixed (people’s practices), to intangible (mental images).35 Gar-
batella has its own place in the web-based tourism offerings of Rome. It 
is often portrayed as different from the rest of Rome, authentic and at the 
same time hip and innovative. The tourism sites promote Garbatella on 
the basis of architecture, classical art/street art, cuisine, and sociality. 
These aspects of the neighbourhood may also correspond to the kinds of 
urban heritage that may be claimed. In the following paragraphs I will pre-
sent some examples of the way Garbatella is presented on the tourism sites 
(particular characteristics have been marked in italics by me). 

The history and creation of Garbatella’s architecture is often referred 
to, as examples of more tangible tools of place-making, such as landscape, 
architecture, and monuments. 

Garbatella is a unique Roman neighbourhood boasting beautiful architecture 
and an eclectic array of restaurants and bars. A relative newbie compared 

                   
34 Lew 2017. 
35 Lew 2017, 456. 
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to some other parts of Rome, Garbatella was only developed in the 1920s. 
It was created to house the working-class Romans, some who had been 
driven out of central Rome by Mussolini’s destruction, and some who had 
arrived to complete Mussolini’s new vision of Rome.36 

What makes Garbatella so visually interesting is that it was completed in the 
model of an ‘English Garden Suburb’ which consisted of low-rise houses in 
blocks (lotti), overlooking central courtyards and gardens.37 

The architectural style is a mix of Baroque-like ‘Barochetto’ with naturalistic bo-
tanical and animal motifs along with Medieval and Renaissance flourishes. It has 
been left to quietly age, the rain creating a romantic Titian-like rust on the 
facades. Small, detached apartment blocks huddle around inner common 
courtyards with green cultivable spaces.38 

It is praised for its authentic atmosphere, stemming from the way it is 
expressed through the planned architecture. 

For some real and authentic atmosphere of Rome go to this quarter of Rome 
which was planned and constructed some exact 100 years ago. It seems 
sleepy and a bit run-down but that's exactly why it is so charmant.39 

Garbatella is a poetic neighbourhood.  

Garbatella is the decadent charm of its small houses built with a refine-
ment and a preciousness that other Roman suburbs don’t have, according 
to a tradition of eclectic, noble architecture -whose references range from Bor-
romini to the Futurist movement and Art Deco.40 

Part of the important heritage of the Catholic church of Rome, the basilica 
San Paulo Fiore La Mura is situated near Garbatella. 

On the outskirts of the Garbatella district lies one of the four ancient ba-
silicas of Rome, that is, one of the four highest-ranking churches in the eyes of 
the papacy.41  

                   
36 https://www.whatalifetours.com/blog/neighbourhood-spotlight-on-gar-
batella (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
37 https://www.whatalifetours.com/blog/neighbourhood-spotlight-on-gar-
batella (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
38 https://www.romeing.it/garbatella-neighbourhood/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
39 https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attraction_Review-g187791-d3400664-Re-
views-Quartiere_Garbatella-Rome_Lazio.html (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
40 https://www.blocal-travel.com/italy/central-italy/lazio-italy/rome-it-
aly/southern-rome/rome-ostiense/garbatella-is-poetic-neighbourhood-html/ 
(Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
41 https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/the-10-best-things-to-do-
and-see-in-garbatella-rome/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
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However, all of the architecture does not refer to historic Rome, there is 
also an eye-catching bridge from 2012. 

Offering an architecturally curious contrast to the historic districts of 
Rome is the Ponte Settimia Spezzichino, also known as the Ostiense Over-
pass. An arched bridge of white steel was built as a tribute to Settimia Spez-
zichino, the only Roman Jew to survive her deportation to Auschwitz. She 
led cars, cyclists and pedestrians alike into the district that was her home 
until her death in 2000.42 

The impressive bridge Settimia Spizzichino is now opening up a contem-
porary artery into the historic neighbourhood linking it to the studenty Via 
Ostiense and inspiring a new wave of hip venues.43 

Another characteristic of Garbatella according to the tourism sites is the 
capacity of innovative thinking, particularly displayed in relation to classic 
art and street art. These aspects would represent mixed tools based in peo-
ple’s practices. 

Displaying ancient art in industrial surroundings, Centrale Montemartini 
is a signpost of the edgy, innovative thinking that is currently lifting Garbatella 
and its surrounding district out of obscurity.44 

In the heart of Garbatella, in the Piazza Bartolomeo Romano, lies a Ro-
man institution, the Teatro Palladium. Built in the 1920s, and beautifully 
furnished, the old-school cinema provides a captivating mix of commer-
cially successful film, and edgy new innovations in the world of art.45 

While perhaps a rundown and dreary place of working-class dwellings in 
the 60s and 70s, the Garbatella and its surrounding district of Ostiense has 
experienced a second coming as a cultural hotspot. The Ostiense District is a 
project that aims to promote the area as a space for contemporary art, and 
this is especially evident in the way that random assortments of graffiti are 
being swapped out for large, colourful murals, covering walls throughout 
the district.46 

                   
42 https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/the-10-best-things-to-do-
and-see-in-garbatella-rome/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
43 https://www.romeing.it/garbatella-neighbourhood/  
44https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/the-10-best-things-to-do-
and-see-in-garbatella-rome/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03 
45 https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/the-10-best-things-to-do-
and-see-in-garbatella-rome/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
46 https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/the-10-best-things-to-do-
and-see-in-garbatella-rome/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
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Garbatella is street art, don’t forget to look up!47 

It could be noted that three of the buildings last referred to, the catholic 
church, the bridge, and the industrial centre Centrale Montemartini, are 
assigned as “of Garbatella” by the tourism sites, but they are actually lo-
cated outside of the area normally denominated as Garbatella. Does it 
mean that the tourism entrepreneurs are imagining an expanded area of 
tourist interest or are they just bringing in the importance of the “sur-
rounding district” mentioned above? The character of Garbatella will also 
be affected by the developments of its immediate surroundings and the 
city of Rome at large. What is conceived as “here” in the place-making 
process will be affected by “there”, which could be just on the other side 
of the Tiber River. 

Another mixed place-making tool is the third aspect emphasised on 
virtually all of the sites: the cuisine of the local restaurants. What is per-
ceived as ethnic cuisine and food are common organic place-making com-
mercial activities attractive for tourists.48  

Garbatella is increasingly becoming a place in which generations and cul-
tures meet, something that is reflected in its cuisine. Perhaps more so than 
the tourist-invaded central parts of the city, Garbatella still offers authentic 
dishes cooked by, and for, Italians.49 

A foodie oasis with a contemporary bite. Garbatella fast becomes a fa-
vourite of any that visit it. Boasting otherworldly architecture, authentic 
local cuisine and lively laid-back nightlife, it’s a neighbourhood that at-
tracts the locals.50 

Garbatella is a Roman dish: all around the neighbourhood you can taste 
some authentic traditional cuisine entering one of its many trattorie (the 
shabbier, the better!). 

Garbatella is a bag full of biological vegetables from the farmers’ market.51  

                   
47 https://www.blocal-travel.com/italy/central-italy/lazio-italy/rome-it-
aly/southern-rome/rome-ostiense/garbatella-is-poetic-neighbourhood-html/ 
(Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
48 Everett 2012. 
49 https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/the-10-best-things-to-do-
and-see-in-garbatella-rome/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
50 https://www.romeing.it/garbatella-neighbourhood/ (Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
51 https://www.blocal-travel.com/italy/central-italy/lazio-italy/rome-it-
aly/southern-rome/rome-ostiense/garbatella-is-poetic-neighbourhood-html/ 
(Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
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An example of a more intangible place-making tool is the fourth aspect 
that is mentioned in the tourism sites, referring to the sociality of the area. 
Intangible tools include branding, social media, and reputation. 

Garbatella is sociality: people gathering at the local bar while children play 
soccer in the middle of the square, students hanging out for a drink and 
old men arguing about the football match at the corner of the street. It’s a 
neighbourhood with an exceptional sense of community!52 

The characteristics emphasised by the tourism sites correspond quite 
neatly with the characteristics identified by the scholars focusing on the 
neighbourhood. The offers of the tourism entrepreneurs also point to the 
kind of urban heritage that may be claimed in Garbatella; representing the 
urban heritage both in material and immaterial forms. In terms of archi-
tecture the tourist descriptions focus, however, almost exclusively on the 
original dwindling streets and gardens, and the houses and squares con-
structed in the fascist era, while the post Second World War develop-
ments, apart from the Settimia Spezzichino bridge, are not mentioned at 
all.  

By analysing the above-mentioned tourism sites on the web, we do not 
learn anything about whether the tourism place-making in Garbatella has 
been organic or planned, and what are the perspectives and actions from 
the local point of view. What are the local perceptions of the tourism 
place-making and is it perceived as a threat or not, and if so, by whom? 
Does the tourist gaze come from the inside or the outside and how is it 
received by the inhabitants? Place-making in general and tourism place-
making in particular, are often objects of critique, especially when it is per-
ceived as a part of the gentrification processes.53 To what extent is there 
an interplay of these processes in Garbatella and how local people react to 
it, would merit further investigation.  
  

                   
52 https://www.blocal-travel.com/italy/central-italy/lazio-italy/rome-it-
aly/southern-rome/rome-ostiense/garbatella-is-poetic-neighbourhood-html/ 
(Accessed: 2020-02-03) 
53 Lew 2017. 
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Gentrification and heritagisation processes 

Ostiense is a once-industrial neighbourhood that's now rapidly gentrifying 
with cool and quirky boutique cafes, shops, bars, and restaurants popping 
up all over. Move here now to be ahead of the game (my emphasis).54 

Once one of the working-class districts in Rome, Garbatella is now enjoy-
ing something of a renaissance. Here pretty areas alternate with large ce-
ment buildings and a few parks or gardens. Situated behind the city's Roma 
Tre University, there are still some bargain prices to be found even though 
there is increasing interest among real estate agents in this zone (my empha-
sis).55 

How far the gentrification process of Garbatella has gone could be dis-
cussed, but it is surely part of the dreams of real estate owners and the 
brokers, as we can see in the above advertisements for apartments in the 
neighbourhood in 2019.  

The processes of gentrification are necessarily foreshadowed by privat-
isation processes. Annunziata brings Garbatella in to a discussion about 
tenurial change and privatisation connecting it to heritage management.56 
According to Annunziata, Garbatella is open to long-lasting processes of 
appropriation of public housing goods. “Garbatella is in the process of 
giving up its historically public status. It is a place where private rights, 
powers, immunities, and privileges are increasing over time and where the 
importance of ‘becoming a homeowner’ is unquestioned”.57 In the 1970s, 
Garbatella reflected a complex nature of tenure due to the multiple ways 
in which housing was organised: from original homeowners to tenants 
with different relations, the public agency or apartment owners, including 
informal occupiers.58 The Italian government’s introduction in the 1990s 
of the ‘right-to-buy’ included the regularisation of informal occupiers, 
which meant a real change of tenure in Garbatella. Annunziata finds the 
sale of public-owned housing problematic, but unquestioned in the Ro-
man perspective. For her, public housing is a historical collective resource 
that means a lot in social and spatial terms. She concludes that “housing 
privatisation leads to an erosion of in-between space where individual and 

                   
54 https://www.spotahome.com/rome/for-rent:apartments/307385 (Accessed: 
2020-02-02) 
55 https://www.wantedinrome.com/area/ostiense-garbatella (Accessed: 2020-
02-03) 
56 Annunziata 2017. 
57 Annunziata 2017, 26. 
58 Annunziata 2017, 33. 
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collective aspirations meet as a precondition for the reproduction of what 
is held in common – namely, of spatial goods such as open spaces and 
housing”.59 She is critical to the fact that the diminishing of these “in-
between spaces”, so important for citizenship, are promoted under differ-
ent property regimes in different historical periods.60 So, the privatisation 
process of Garbatella will affect the composition of the inhabitants of the 
neighbourhood and the possibility to maintain a certain social character 
facilitated by the public open spaces created by the original garden city 
plan.  

Annunziata points to an ongoing privatisation process, but will Gar-
batella also be the object of gentrification processes, that is “the purchase 
of run-down housing at cheap prices by middle-class incomers and the 
subsequent upgrading of the property and massive rise in property val-
ues”?61 As stated by Jaffe and De Koning such processes usually involve 
“the displacement of low-income residents, who can no longer afford the 
rental prices, or who sell their property to real-estate developers”.62 Mu-
nicipal governments may also be involved to the extent that they promote 
the upgrading of properties as part of a neighbourhood’s regeneration 
which also involve claims of heritagisation.   

According to Harrison, heritagisation is the process through which ob-
jects, places, and practices are turned into cultural heritage.63 Heritagisa-
tion is a kind of intangible place-making tool that may refer to history and 
heritage, important persons, or events. To what extent the heritagisation 
of Garbatella is positive or negative for the inhabitants of the neighbour-
hood is too early to know, and it depends on the person you are talking 
to.  

Anthropologist Michael Herzfeld, who wrote about the restructuring 
of the district of Monti at the centre of Rome, warns us with regard to 
being naïve about heritagisation processes.64 De Cesari and Herzfeld point 
to the fact that “struggles over urban heritage often occur as local actors 

                   
59 Annunziata 2017, 41. 
60 Annunziata 2017, 41. 
61 Cresswell 2004, 93. 
62 Jaffe & De Koning 2016, 37. 
63 Harrison 2013. 
64 Herzfeld 2009. 
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try to regroup in the face of neoliberal urbanism or other forms of dis-
criminatory and violent spatial planning”.65 They define neoliberal urban-
ism as “a combination of relentless speculation and socio-spatial reorgan-
isation with a rapid diminution of state and municipal responsibility for 
social services”.66 Residents may claim their right to their own heritage 
countering the threat of privatisation, monumentalisation etc. The prob-
lem, according to the authors, is that in processes under the name of “ur-
ban regeneration” bureaucratic and commercial forces may force the en-
closure of common public spaces and take control over the development 
of local architecture. “The heritagisation of places … often induces radical 
shifts in the real estate value and social geography of heritagised neigh-
bourhoods”.67 These processes may result in local populations being 
evicted because of increases in real estate prices and rents, or even in the 
name of heritage. Heritage, whatever its source, “plays a growing role in 
both the production of, and resistance to, inequality”.68.An important re-
search question according to Lew is about whose story is being told 
through place-making connected to cultural heritage and social history.69 
What kind of heritagisation may be going on in Garbatella? The architec-
ture pertaining to the original garden city, the planification of the streets, 
and the multi-family housing built before the Second World War are ob-
vious parts of the historical heritage, but what other objects or phenomena 
could be part of a heritagisation process in the neighbourhood? Could the 
social ambient and the restaurants be part of the heritage; and what about 
the social centres of Casetta Rossa and La Strada? The social centres have 
been important actors in forming the identity of the area. Will they be 
taken into consideration in a heritagisation process, and if not, if only the 
built environment will be protected, will certain parts of the population be 
excluded and what will happen to the social environment of Garbatella? 

                   
65 De Cesari & Herzfeld 2015, 171. 
66 De Cesari & Herzfeld 2015, 172. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Lew 2017. 
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Fig. 3: Street view of Garbatella (photograph by C. Widmark). 

Conclusion 
Garbatella as a neighbourhood is a place with a character and identity that 
was shaped by the original architectural plans as a garden city and the dif-
ferent historical epochs of the Roman society. It is currently an attractive 
place for tourism entrepreneurs and real estate agencies which will play an 
important role in the future of the neighbourhood. The important issues 
to interrogate relate to what the roles of gentrification and heritagisation 
will be, and to what extent Garbatella will be the object of place-making 
by tourism. By applying the anthropological perspective, by talking to peo-
ple and visualising how they use and interact in relation to different spaces 
and places, it would be possible to study place-making from different per-
spectives. This kind of analysis would reveal who uses what spaces, and 
when, whether the people who use the spaces of Garbatella could be seen 
as participating in the same space or whether there are several distinct but 
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overlapping spaces. This kind of spatial analysis would show how the peo-
ple of Garbatella and other actors socially construct and give meaning to 
the place of Garbatella. Further it would provide inferences as to what 
kind of changes are promoted by different actors and what will be the role 
of the cultural heritage and the growing tourism in shaping the future of 
the neighbourhood.  

In relation to the place-making induced by tourism, the observation of 
the interplay between the tourists’ preferences, the entrepreneurs, and the 
local inhabitants will reveal how this process is taken care of, and whether 
it is imposed on, or embraced by, the local community. Is there a relation 
between the heritagisation process and growing tourism or are they focus-
ing on different parts of the spectrum from tangible to intangible place-
making tools? 

It would also be possible to understand the perspectives of different 
actors and movements in shaping the future of Garbatella. Considering 
the ongoing gentrification process and pressure from a growing well-situ-
ated population, a close monitoring of the interaction, activities, and dis-
courses undertaken by local actors will reveal how political processes 
framed by this particular place affect the relations, and how local people 
will experience and engage in the development of the neighbourhood of 
Garbatella. To what extent will the working-class, left-wing identity that 
characterised the population since the fascist era remain? Will place-mak-
ing in this case serve as a form of resistance against neoliberal capitalism 
and mass tourism, or will other interests of the inhabitants facilitate their 
developments? 
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9. 1 Euro, 1 caffè. Authenticity, 
rituals and marketing heritage 

Caitlin McEvoy 

The morning coffee: an introduction 
‘In Italy there is a culture … in the rest of the world, there is just coffee’, 
states the Italian barista in his mid-20s, a tongue piercing peeking out be-
tween his lips, ill-fitting shirt, loosened bow tie and dyed black hair. A DJ 
by night, the barista told me that this job was in no way his career, glancing 
from side to side to make sure nobody overheard our conversation in 
English. ‘Do you like your job?’ I asked him. ‘No, not really’, he answered. 
Despite his proclamation that the job had much more meaning for him 
than simply pouring coffee, it was obvious that it was a day job to pay the 
bills. Earlier that same day, at a café in the financial district of Rome, I met 
another barista who told me that he was educated as a technical radiolo-
gist. He leaned over the marble counter and told me how, despite his ed-
ucation, he could not get a job in his field. I asked him about his job mak-
ing coffee, and he said that it was something beautiful. Both baristas told 
me that the work was intrinsically linked to the culture of coffee in Italy. 
This made the work acceptable despite not being the optimal career path. 
A job is still a job, right?  

This contribution will problematize and analyse the links between ‘au-
thenticity’ and ‘heritage’ and capitalism and marketing. Behind the Italian 
culture of coffee, which was described as beautiful and important, is the 
fact that both baristas worked with coffee to support themselves.  When 
approaching this project, I initially aimed to compare Starbucks and Italian 
cafes.  My findings determined that the link between the two, bound to-
gether through capitalism and materialism, made the ‘inauthentic’ Star-
bucks and the ‘authentic’ Roman cafes closer than I originally anticipated.  
My primary method for compiling data was through comparing conversa-
tions with Italian baristas and Starbucks employees.  What made me com-
pare Starbucks to Roman cafes is Starbuck’s use of Italian words for cof-
fees and, furthermore, their creation of Italian-sounding drinks such as the 
‘frappuccino’. Terms like doppio espresso or double espresso are used on 
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Starbucks’ menus and by their customers. A large coffee is no longer ‘large’ 
but venti. I asked two baristas1 at the coffee bar what they thought of coffee 
at Starbucks. They both scrunched up their noses, scoffing at the chain, 
claiming that American coffee makes you feel sick and indicating how cof-
fee in the US was served incorrectly. One barista pointed to the shining 
espresso machine, and said that it was a proper machine for making proper 
coffee, while the other barista cited the importance of Italian water for 
making proper Italian coffee. I pointed out that we have such machines 
everywhere, and one barista looked at me sceptically. They implied that 
the coffee in Italy and in Rome was more authentic than the coffee any-
where else. This was the birthplace of civilization and the birthplace of 
proper coffee, right? 

To amass my data, I used anthropological methods from different 
fields. I conducted participant observation, sitting and taking notes within 
cafes and mapping the layouts. I went to over ten different cafes through-
out Rome within different districts and interviewed several baristas at 
these cafes. I had the chance to speak with five baristas in the cafes, and 
one of those baristas ended up having a longer informal interview that was 
assisted by another participant in the research trip Klara Lindroos. The 
interviews were generally unstructured, and I mostly asked the baristas 
questions about their jobs and its relation to heritage and authenticity. I 
also conducted participant observation and interviewed a barista in Seattle, 
Washington. I took photographs in both Rome and Seattle to be analysed.  

As I examined coffee more closely, authenticity and heritage and the 
ritual of drinking coffee began to seem more malleable. Heritage itself can 
be an important marketing tool for economic and capitalistic enterprises. 
The Roman cafes and Roman baristas did not want to be compared to 
Starbucks, as Starbucks is a dominant and worldwide chain and continues 
to spread, but it is nonetheless important to investigate not only the allure 
of Starbucks but also how this allure is similarly structured to that of the 
Roman caffeteria. This comparison will also demonstrate how heritage can 
be utilized, at times unknowingly, for marketing items and commodities 
as part of a cultural heritage. The ritualized action of drinking coffee daily 
contributes to a very large enterprise and business both in Rome and at 

                   
1 They specified that there was a key difference between a barista and a banchi-
sta. A barista serves both coffee and alcohol, while a banchista serves only cof-
fee. For the sake of simplicity, I will use the generally known term of barista for 
both positions.  
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Starbucks, and authenticity plays a key role in engaging people in this busi-
ness. The perception that an espresso machine in a caffeteria produces au-
thentic, proper coffee contributes to the business and encourages the rit-
ual of drinking coffee and spending money on this commodity in a busi-
ness rather than brewing coffee at home. Using Starbucks as a stark juxta-
position highlights the historical materialism as well as the capitalistic 
nuances that market heritage in its own business.   

 
Fig. 1. A simple cup of coffee. 1€ for a taste of authenticity (photograph by C. 
McEvoy). 
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A large cup of historical materialism: theoretical 
framework and methodology 
There is an important marker of history on almost every street corner in 
Rome and the remnants of the Roman Empire and the power of the Cath-
olic Church are scattered throughout the city. The history of the city is 
almost overwhelming, and the preservation of sites such as the Colosseum 
that are almost two millennia old demonstrates that heritage is not only 
part of the urban landscape but also a staple of the local culture. Heritage 
can be defined as a mixture of myth and memory existing alongside, but 
not bound to actual historical fact; it is something that is both tangible and 
intangible, possibly material, increasingly virtual, a layering of affect and 
lived experience, private and public relationships, objects, sites, environ-
ments, records, regulations and traditions, that allows a certain passage 
between the past, present and future’.2 In a city and in a country that has 
utilized the remnants of history and the discourse of heritage to build up 
political powers and tear them down, we can note that heritage as a dis-
course can be incredibly effective and have important implications. The 
utilization of cultural heritage as a political discourse is intrinsic to the dis-
course of heritage itself. Heritage, it has been argued, is ‘a selection pro-
cess, often government initiated and supported by official regulation’.3 
While a cup of coffee may not be directly influenced by government prop-
aganda, as is the case when, for example, heritage sites are used by politi-
cians, we can still note a politicized discourse of authenticity in every shot 
of espresso. Politics are not limited to governments, but by moralizing 
actions, ideas, or ideas.  Scaling that down and looking at the discourse of 
heritage in a cup of coffee, we can observe how heritage can be manipu-
lated to promote authenticity and effectively devalue those who are 
deemed ‘inauthentic’.  

Authenticity is linked to a performance of cultural heritage. If heritage 
is used as a discourse, then it follows that heritage is constructed ‘not as a 
passive collection of material objects or even a fixed tradition passed from 
one generation to another, but rather, as an action or act of human voli-
tion’.4 Since heritage is constructed within action, it is ‘a process or per-
formance, in which certain cultural and social meanings and values are 

                   
2 Campbell 2015, 156. 
3 Campbell 2015, 157. 
4 Campbell 2015, 157. 
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identified, reaffirmed or rejected, and should not be, though often is, con-
flated with sites or places’.5 Heritage and performing heritage are linked to 
an action and process and places and sites. By looking at coffee and the 
brewing of coffee by Italian baristas as a process and action, and, further-
more, by looking at the caffeteria as a site of heritage, we can analyse how 
authenticity and heritage are framed and utilized in these places. Perfor-
mance is linked to authenticity through ritualized performative experi-
ences. This performative experience of authenticity ‘offers a deep under-
standing of the link between memory, habitus and embodied practice’.6 
There is a performative element to visiting a café; the customer and barista 
each play their roles.  When people ritualize drinking coffee, visiting baris-
tas regularly it substantiates the claim of ‘authentic’ coffee. This daily ex-
pense repeats the performance: the making of coffee essentially reaffirms 
its importance. Therefore, commodification of this performative experi-
ence of authenticity contributes to its heritage.  

Examining authenticity can be best understood and problematized by 
looking at tourism. The ‘issue of authenticity is a central point of discus-
sion within common-sense and anthropological ideas about tourism … 
the global scale of commodities, finance, media, and population has trans-
formed the discourse and raised questions about the continuing relevance 
of the traditional concepts of authenticity’.7 In the same way that heritage 
is shaped as a discourse, authenticity is shaped through discourse, and, as 
a result, ‘authentic and inauthentic are no longer asymmetrical counter-
concepts per se … they are fluid concepts that can be negotiated rather 
than an absolute property of anything’.8 When something becomes a sym-
bol of something greater, for example how coffee can symbolize a greater 
heritage, the materiality of that symbol can be ignored.9 The object’s mean-
ing usually takes centre stage when it is the materiality that needs to be 
focused upon.  

Starbucks, a global coffee-shop corporation, embodies that materiality 
thoroughly and therefore served as an interesting juxtaposition to individ-
ually owned coffee shops in Rome. Yet, this contrast illuminates the prob-
lems of heritage, especially when it is linked to a material commodity. Star-
bucks, in a rhetorical study of materialism and symbolism, constitutes a 

                   
5 Campbell 2015, 157ff. 
6 Zhu 2012, 1495. 
7 Zhu 2012, 1496. 
8 Zhu 2012, 1496. 
9 Dickinson 2002, 5. 



 

132 | Caitlin McEvoy 

‘proffering of coherent authenticity and as a globalized, stylized and aes-
theticized consumer institution [it] serves as a powerful cultural node that 
brings together apparently contradictory cultural forces’.10 As an institu-
tion, it can embody and take advantage of ‘cultural strains’ simultaneously. 
It is a clear example of revitalizing historical spaces as a means of consum-
erism, using history and materiality to ‘fragment’ meaning in order to cre-
ate something that appears authentic for marketing purposes.11 

A key component of investigating and problematizing heritage in the 
wake of capitalistic and business enterprises is looking at the structure of 
historical materialism as it relates to commodity fetishism. Historical ma-
terialism is something that is a product of not just agency or perception, 
but also of historical events and environments; it is created through the 
encounters that happen throughout time.12 For Marx, ‘free and creative 
labour is the fundamental and universal human need’.13 Labour, according 
to Marx, is a ‘social activity in the material world’ and is made up of the 
‘notions of self-expression, rational development, and aesthetic enjoy-
ment’.14 Labouring as a barista requires blending the social activity of cof-
fee brewing within a material world.  The job itself is linked to an expres-
sive identity with an enjoyment that is partaken of by both the consumer 
and the producer. Labour is a key aspect in transforming into and making 
ourselves as social beings – into what Marx would refer to as ‘symbolic 
animal[s]’. This kind of labour and creating is especially important because 
it ties us to other humans and other people and creates a dialectic of pro-
duction that creates meaning through labour.15 Both Marx’s notion of la-
bour and symbolism and Clifford Geertz’s notion of culture can be used 
to understand historical materialism and to provide an explanation of both 
labour and the meanings provided by culture. Geertz argues that without 
culture meaning cannot be obtained, and thus the term ‘historical materi-
alism’ acknowledges the powers of labour and production, which influ-
ence how we structure meaning and power within society.16 

The historical materialism of the commodity coffee, and its ritualized 
use, can also be understood and analysed in terms of commodity fetishism. 

                   
10 Dickinson 2002, 10. 
11 Dickinson 2002, 10. 
12 Donham 2006, 397. 
13 Donham 2006, 398. 
14 Donham 2006, 398. 
15 Donham 2006, 398ff. 
16 Donham 2006, 398ff. 
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Commodity fetishism falls under the category of fetishism defined as ‘a 
religious mechanism translated into the economy, but which nonetheless 
still operates according to its own logic within the economy’.17 The Marxist 
analysis implies an analysis of commodities and commodification and 
therefore ‘the fetish operates in the code “paying/not paying”: it becomes 
a mechanism for increasing the value of the commodity, through which 
the relation of “desire to purchase” and “ability to pay” shifts in favour of 
the commodity vendor’.18 Hartmut Böhme states that in the case of mod-
ern fetishism and economy, the process of payment functions as an intrin-
sic connection of “immanence/transcendence”, referring to this religious 
mechanism.19 This immanence and transcendence is due to the desire to 
pay for something---the attraction that purchasing a product has for the 
consumer that goes beyond sheer necessity. 20  If we suggest that com-
modity fetishism and the transcendent quality are linked to heritage, we 
can observe how heritage and, furthermore, authenticity create a driving 
force to continue to purchase and partake in the experience of drinking 
coffee at a cafe.  

Coffee brewing by baristas both in Rome and at Starbucks with con-
cepts of heritage, authenticity and performance. In the physical act of mak-
ing the coffee and the outfits or ‘costumes’ worn by the people making 
coffee in both places, we see a performance of sorts: we see the action of 
making the coffee, the flourish of their hands and the pouring of the 
smooth mahogany liquid into the cup.  
  

                   
17 Böhme 2014, 224. 
18 Böhme 2014, 224. 
19 Böhme 2014, 224. 
20 Böhme 2014, 225. 
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The business model 
The opposition to Rome’s authenticity is the franchise, capitalist corpora-
tion Starbucks.  I headed to Seattle to visit the birthplace of this corpora-
tion that was so inspired by Italian coffee that it thrives upon the Italian 
language.  The original Starbucks is situated across from the historic Pike’s 
Place, a huge tourist attraction.  Yet, the line at Starbucks rivaled the 
crowds in the famous Seattle market.  Starbucks incorporated the local 
history into its aesthetic.  Nearby the original Starbucks, was the Starbucks 
Roasting and Tasting Room. Within the building, copper, wood and a mod-
ernist style were incorporated to create a very marketable aesthetic. I spoke 
with a barista who was working there, questioning her about her opinion 
on European and, specifically, Italian coffee, and she gave me a very rou-
tinized speech about how their training at Starbucks starts ‘from the bean 
to the cup.’  She told me how they predominantly focus on milk-based 
drinks and, in her opinion, ‘if it tastes good, then it is good coffee’. As long 
as the customer was happy, then that was the correct way to drink coffee. 
This conversation initially struck me as very different from the interview 
I had with a barista in Rome, but, soon, striking similarities emerged.  

 
Fig. 2. The Original Starbucks, considered a popular Seattle ‘landmark’ by many 
tourists (photograph by C. McEvoy). 
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Fig. 3. Starbucks Reserve Roastery and Tasting Room on Pike Street in Seattle 
(photograph by C. McEvoy). 

How does a Roman barista conceptualize his/her trade?  While the Star-
bucks employee may have quoted the company handbook that is con-
sumer-friendly, perhaps a Roman barista may be much more concerned 
with the authenticity of the process.  Marco21 was a young barista, mid-
20s, who worked at the most famous cafe in Rome: Sant Eustacchio il 
Caffe. Upon entering the cafe, paying for my drink and walking over to 
the chrome counter to await my order, I tried to start a conversation with 
one of the older gentlemen manning the bar. Hearing my English, he im-
mediately turned away and said something to a young man, Marco, who 
approached us, leaned over the counter and began a conversation. I asked 
him about his job and what it was like to work with coffee. He wore a 
crisp white shirt and bow tie, with a maroon apron framing his apparel.  
As he wiped down the surface of the chrome counter, he began to tell me 
about the coffee they served, gesturing to the carved mural behind him 
depicting women gathering beans.  

The décor itself set the mood for this classic Roman café. Hung on the 
walls were pictures of men crowding into the cafe when it opened in the 
1930s. The cafe served several types of coffee, from espresso to america-
nos, cappuccinos and even a drink called shakerato. I asked him whether 
he had ever tried one and he told me that had not, and was not interested 

                   
21 Name has been changed. 
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in doing so. Cappuccinos were for breakfast and shots of espresso, or 
simply caffe, was for the rest of the day.  We met up with Marco following 
his shift at the café, and as we walked through the streets of Rome he told 
us about coffee and his job. Many tourists came to the cafe and they would 
drink coffee after coffee, much more than any Italian would drink. ‘But 
it’s my job’, he told us.  He was obligated to serve the tourists coffee in 
the manner which they wanted, although he considered it incorrect.  Just 
like Starbucks, the customer’s preferences and willingness to pay came 
first.  Of course a customer’s actions may breech accepted coffee protocol 
and customs, but they are served nonetheless.  The question of authentic-
ity seems to be an arbitrary one and perhaps similar to the historic décor 
present in both Starbucks and Sant Eustacchio il Caffe. 

Marco explained that coffee is simply for waking up – energy for the 
morning – and not for sipping. On a typical morning, he would make him-
self an espresso or moka on a stovetop and then meander downstairs to 
the nearby caffeteria and buy himself a ‘real coffee’. He was explicit that the 
massive espresso machine was key to making good coffee. We told him 
about the awful coffee we had drunk earlier that day, even showing him 
photographs of the bar itself. He was quick to correct us and, exasperated, 
told us that we had ordered coffee from a wine bar! The key to good coffee 
is ordering it from a coffee shop. His insistence on authenticity mirrored 
the pair of baristas who oscillated between the importance of machinery 
and water for making good coffee. The fact that both water and machine 
were Italian seemed to be key.  

The coffee shop was not for sitting or lingering in: buying coffee was a 
simple cut-and-dried transaction. You pay the barman, drink your coffee 
and move on. It turned out that Marco’s boss also pushed for that sort of 
flow. Business was the driving factor. Marco was approachable and polite 
and told us he knew a little bit of several different languages, making him 
an easy person to speak with at the cafe, and that he interacted with cus-
tomers.  He very much enjoyed interacting and meeting new people but a 
short conversation could be equivalent to the time it takes to make six 
different coffees. The business model did not make room for conversa-
tions even if they were short. Making coffee came down to an economic 
model rather than a cultural or ritualistic one.  

Marco described himself as a ‘barman’; this was his definition of the 
barista. ‘I am a barman, this is my job. This is my work, it is beautiful, I 
love it.’ He took pride in his job and described the work as meaningful, 
especially since coffee was a product that people relied upon. When we 
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asked him whether he worked in any other food industry, he told us that 
he did not cook, his trade was coffee. ‘I can’t do your job, [and] you can’t 
do mine’. This kind of focus on employment as a defining factor empha-
sises that economy has a transcendent meaning, and this kind of declara-
tion recreates historical materialism through the perceived beauty of doing 
this job. The other baristas whom I interviewed, even if they did not find 
this job their desired career path, also emphasised the beauty and the his-
tory of the job. It is an important industry that people rely on, and it illus-
trates how economy and businesses are supported by the heritage and his-
tory of the position. Both consumers and potential employees are drawn 
in by ritual, authenticity, and cultural heritage. The café is an important 
and completely necessary medium for the ritual of coffee and the con-
sumption of the drink. The job is transformed from paying bills to serving 
heritage and authenticity.  

 
Fig. 4. A Caffeteria on the outskirts of the city center on a weekday morning (pho-
tograph by C. McEvoy). 

The question of heritage appears less authentic within the caffeterias them-
selves. Some coffee shops capitalize on historical décor, but the majority 
in Rome do not. On the corner of a street on the south side of Trastevere, 
the cafe was a revolving door of people walking in, drinking coffee and 
moving on as the morning progressed. Outside a group of elderly men 
drank coffee, read newspapers and spoke with one another. They were 
obviously retired, and their morning routine of meeting and enjoying their 
morning coffee contributed to the atmosphere. With their eyes on the 
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street, we went inside, ordered a cappuccino and spoke with the cashier 
behind a counter that held a display of scratch lottery tickets and cigarettes. 
The dish she laid the change on had an advertisement on it. I grabbed my 
receipt, walked over to the barista and waited for my drink. The large 
chrome espresso machine was manned by an older man who spoke no 
English. Behind the machine, down a small corridor, were slot machines 
and stools. Across from the counter was a locked glass display case. Within 
it were glass pipes and bongs. Surrounding the ritual of drinking coffee 
were obvious examples of capitalism. The lottery tickets, slot machines 
and advertisements likely rivals the business revenue of the coffee. The 
glass pipes, bongs and other paraphernalia also highlight the economic 
value of these objects for the business. 

In Italy, the ritual of drinking coffee is linked to the perception of the 
necessity of espresso machines for authentic and real coffee.  This is a 
powerful marketing tool. It is cheap: at 1 euro for an espresso. Marco the 
barista told me he drank sometimes up to eight espressos a day and that 
the coffee he made at home with his stovetop espresso maker just ‘did not 
taste right’. I asked him what he thought of brewed coffee, and he told us 
about the French press his colleagues purchased made ‘black water’. Not 
coffee. Different brewing techniques require different grinds settings for 
the coffee beans. An espresso grind is too fine for a French press and this 
can affect the flavour. Yet this is not a part of the discussion.  Bringing 
this up makes Marco just shake his head and wave his hand.  There was 
only one type of coffee, one true coffee and it was espresso.  Yet, despite 
this authenticity he would serve customers whatever they so-pleased.  Au-
thenticity seemingly gives way to capitalism.  And rather it seems that au-
thenticity was always an aspect of the capitalist enterprise to begin with.  
Both Starbucks and Roman coffee shops use the same structures and the 
same ideas to drive forward their business models.  It is this historical 
materialism that drives the sale of espresso in Italy and contributes to the 
sales at Starbucks.  

The end of a morning ritual: conclusion 
In a space that is supposed to represent heritage, the presence of lottery 
tickets, slot machines and bongs illuminates that drinking coffee is really a 
daily ritual that markets heritage. There is a clear marketability of heritage. 
The ritual of getting coffee, the idea that an espresso machine makes the 
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best and most authentic coffee and even the slot machines all drive for-
ward this industry in Rome. The perception of a global-heritage drives 
forward the business of Starbucks. Starbucks uses Italian-inspired words 
for their menu, and the wood-panelled walls, the barrels used as counters 
and the vintage art on the walls allude to the history and heritage of coffee 
that we all enjoy and want to partake in. This use of history is a marketing 
ploy that creates the environment and atmosphere to sell coffee. In Rome, 
the wood panelling, barrels and vintage posters are not as necessary to 
create the concept of heritage: the ritual of drinking coffee creates the at-
mosphere of history. Heritage appears to be a key driving force within this 
industry, and authenticity becomes a necessary marketing tool for this. 
Starbucks recreates this feeling, connecting coffee names to Italian words 
and connecting the drinks to a much longer history of beverages that rec-
reates a larger heritage, a greater ancestry of coffee.    

Coffee is a commodity; it is a multi-billion dollar industry. Utilizing the 
heritage of coffee to create a ritual of purchasing an ‘authentic’ product 
has functioned as a business model for both Starbucks and smaller Roman 
coffee shops. The status of the barista, the creation of this trade that is 
linked to providing an important service which requires the operation of 
heavy machinery, creates symbolism and supports the commodity fetish-
ism that coffee can have for its biggest fans. As people spend hundreds of 
euros or dollars on coffee annually, they are convinced that their purchase 
is due to an authentic experience that they themselves are lacking at home. 
Heritage in the ritual of purchasing coffee and heritage marked in vintage 
décor reinforces the continued purchasing of the commodity.  Ritual and 
authenticity in this way are used as primary marketing techniques that drive 
this business that is recreated through the projection of meaning and the 
projection of coffee as a symbol for heritage. Starbucks may need the extra 
decor to create the feeling of authenticity, but the continued expansion 
and consumerism of Starbucks creates the feeling of heritage and ulti-
mately markets that heritage. Coffee shops in Rome, with their promotion 
of authenticity, are littered with contradictions, from bongs to slot ma-
chines.  The contradictions illuminate the consumerist model that drives 
it. Ultimately authenticity is not something that can be captured in a cup 
of coffee. Heritage in coffee drinking and the barista job itself really rec-
reates and reinforces an institutionalized coffee consumption that is pre-
sent in Starbucks and Roman coffee shops.  
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10. Urban blackboards. The 
political use of public buildings and 

archaeological sites in Rome 

Mariapia Rosa Campanella 

The processes connected to the evolution of political graffiti in Rome can 
be analysed by examining propaganda during the time of the Roman Em-
pire. The practice of writing on the walls of public buildings for political 
purposes developed from Roman times onwards, and, today, graffiti, 
stickers and banners hanging on the walls of public buildings are used to 
represent political thought. The urban environment is a repository for 
blackboards, and these can express preferences for a political party or of-
fer a form of protest against the government. The aim of this contribution 
is to analyse how political messages on the walls of Rome developed, and 
how these ‘blackboards’ are integrated into Rome’s urban landscape as a 
form of shared cultural heritage. 

As Nicola Guerra states, “From cave paintings to modern graffiti, graf-
fiti have been part of history since time immemorial. The practice of writ-
ing messages on walls can be analysed as an informal communicative tool 
that developed in parallel with other more official methods of communi-
cation.” Looking at the city, there is no doubt that Rome constitutes a 
major linguistic space for graffiti. Political graffiti in Rome adopts different 
neologisms, which can be studied from a linguistic as well as a visual an-
thropology perspective.1 

From the time of the Roman Empire onwards, this practice was un-
dertaken in different forms, evolving from the inscriptione form to the cur-
rent ‘graffiti’, striscioni2 and ‘sticker’ styles. The first traces of political en-
gravings in Imperial Rome were the campaign ‘posters’ used for elections; 
these ‘posters’ were connected with the oral campaign. They took the form 
of paintings on the walls of buildings lining the most important streets of 
Rome, and included the name of the candidate, the position he was run-
ning for and his request for votes, using the acronym OVF (oro vos faciatis), 

                   
1 Guerra 2013, 18. 
2 Banners. 
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which translates as: ‘I ask you to do [to vote]’.3 Yet, this practice continued 
even after the fall of both the eastern and western Roman Empires, and 
reappeared during the High and Low Middle Ages as a form of propa-
ganda which was used by both the imperial powers and the papacy.  

Throughout Italian political history, the walls of Rome were used for 
political purposes, and this is now part of Rome’s contemporary urban 
landscape. The city today is littered with graffiti, banners and stickers, ref-
erencing political parties, autonomous collectives and protests against the 
government. 

This contribution aims to analyse the historical evolution of graffiti, 
striscioni and stickers on Rome’s walls, focussing on the practice of spread-
ing political messages on the walls of public buildings and using a visual 
anthropology approach to investigate the ways in which public buildings 
become a sort of ‘blackboard’ within the urban space. This contribution 
poses and attempts to answer the following questions: 

 
1. How did graffiti, striscioni and stickers evolve from the time of the 

Roman Empire to contemporary Rome?  
2. How can we analyse the political use of public buildings through a 

visual anthropology approach? 
3. How does the relationship between graffiti and the public affects 

the use of buildings as blackboards to spread political messages? 
4. How did graffiti, striscioni and stickers become part of contemporary 

cultural and urban heritage in Rome? 

The importance of the walls which spread the 
message: a visual anthropology approach 
The messages on the walls are part of public visual culture, which either 
represents a political stance or serves as an art form. Anthropological texts 
on specific sites and artistic analyses of the creative process both consider 
the impact of graffiti on our sense of public space. 

It is not surprising, then, that many of the most important archaeolog-
ical finds connected to the Roman Empire and most of the historical 
buildings (which were strategically built in some of the most important 
areas), as well as many other important buildings in different districts, have 

                   
3 The only contemporary finds come from Pompeii’s archaeological sites. See 
Lepore 2010, 45‒48. 



 

Urban blackboards | 143  

become a sort of blackboard for the spread of political messages, with the 
importance of the particular buildings being used as a peculiarity to im-
print more value to them. 

Many factors make a location suitable for representing a political mes-
sage. To be chosen as a ‘blackboard’, a building (or a bridge or monument) 
must have two specific characteristics: historicity and visibility. An anon-
ymous wall, or indeed a hidden one, would not transmit the message; thus, 
in order to add weight to the message, it is necessary to ‘dress’ it with the 
history of its location. The historicity of the building, as a way of impress-
ing a sort of ‘memorial power’ onto the political message, is analysed in 
this contribution from both visual and symbolic perspectives. From a vis-
ual anthropology point of view, the building offers a way of ‘understand-
ing heritage’, and heritage itself offers a way of ‘understanding different 
layers of history’4 and is a symbol of material culture, whereby a piece of 
stone can become key to decoding political messages and unmasking them 
as aspects of immaterial and intangible culture. We can touch the building 
as well as the message written upon it, but we cannot touch the ‘sanctifi-
catory additive’, which is created by the historical value of the building and 
the recognition that a message written upon a specific building contains a 
political message would have that specific meaning if written on that spe-
cific building; a sort of urban geodynamo. 

The relationship with a ‘public thing’ 
Rome’s history can be studied through the lens of the evolution of public 
space: the Agora of ancient Greece, the Roman Forum and the great con-
sular roads, the medieval squares as places of trade and symbols of com-
munal identity (Piazza del Campo in Siena), the squares and streets of 
Rome in the Baroque period (the trident of Piazza del Popolo in Rome), 
and the boulevards of Paris designed by Georges Eugène Haussmann and 
Central Park in New York are all examples of how the definition of ‘public 
space’ is constantly evolving. In her book Sulle strade della città: luoghi, progetti, 
sentimenti, Giovanna Franco Repellini examines the ‘political city’ and fo-
cusses on the way ‘public spaces’ are used for political purposes. She ex-
amines whether politics is not only inscribed on the walls as actual graffiti 

                   
4 Albert et al. 2013, 143. 
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but is also a fundamental factor to how the concept of a ‘public thing’ is 
politically constructed.5 

According to the Soprintendenza speciale per il Colosseo, il MNR e 
l’Area Archeologica di Roma,6 the Soprintedenza per i Beni Architettonici 
e Paesaggistici delle Province di Roma, Frosinone, Latina, Rieti e Viterbo7 
and the Soprintendenza Belle Arti e Paesaggio del Comune di Roma, the 
archaeological finds, as well as the historical (and many contemporary) 
buildings, are the property of Ministero dei beni e delle attività culturali e 
del turismo,8 and, consequently, the property of the state, which means 
that all of these places are public property. The fact that surfaces used to 
spread political messages are public property is important when we try to 
view these walls through a pedagogical lens, whereby the public building 
acts as a public blackboard, just as the blackboard used in the primary 
school. Using something ‘public’ to spread a message is more didactic than 
vandalism, and is intimately connected to the idea of a ‘public thing’ that 
is conserved and preserved using Italian taxpayers’ money.  

The act of hanging or writing a message on a wall, even if it damages 
the building, is not seen as vandalism, but rather as a way of impressing 
the message upon the minds of the readers, and of connecting to dis-
courses on visibility and the historicity of the wall, which legitimize the 
importance of the message. The connection with the ‘public thing’ is 
linked to both a sense of property and a feeling of shared history, which 
makes the ‘writer’ select a wall that has both of these characteristics. What, 
then, is the semantic meaning of political messages on a ‘public thing’? 

Politics on Rome’s walls: historical overview  
As previously stated, elections in Imperial Rome were characterized by the 
widespread use of walls as posters for the candidates (Fig. 1). After the fall 
of both the western and eastern empires, the political situation in Rome 
underwent a radical change, represented by the division that emerged be-
tween the papacy and the Sacred Roman Empire, both of which claimed 
a direct connection to the ancient empire. Through these posters, the pope 
tried to establish the supremacy of religious authority over civil authority, 

                   
5 Franco Repellini 2003, 37.  
6 Archeoroma (online). 
7 Soprintendenza Roma (online). 
8 Ministero (online). 
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which came to be called political Augustinism. Meanwhile, the emperor tried 
to emphasize the legitimacy of his position, which he claimed descended 
directly from the old Roman Empire (Translatio imperii). In order to do this, 
he established his military capability to impose territorial power and ex-
tend this power over religious life.9 

 
Fig. 1. Archaeological finds in Pompeii (photograph La ricerca). 

Che cosa è stato fatto con le antichità esistenti e ritrovate? Sono state 
percepite? Sono state recepite? E in che maniera il Papato, l’Impero e i 
Comuni si sono serviti di questa antichità nella forma dei suoi resti visibili?10 

What has been done with the existent and found antiquities? Were they 
perceived? Were they understood? And how did the Pope, the Empire and 
the Communes use this antiquity in the form of its visible findings?11 

Arnold Esch’s questions are a useful tool for contextualizing the role of 
Roman heritage after the fall of the western and eastern empires. He ex-
amines how the two most important powers during the Middle Ages (the 

                   
9 Sacro Romano Impero (online).  
10 2001, ‘Roma antica nel Medioevo: mito, rappresentazioni, sopravvivenze nella 
'Res publica Christiana’ dei secoli IX‒XIII, Atti del convegno Vita e Pensiero, 198‒
203. 
11 All translations from Italian to English are my own. 
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empire and the papacy) used Roman antiquity as a tool for self-represen-
tation and political hegemony, and highlights both ritualistic and urbanistic 
perspectives.12 

As long as the objects of ritualism were connected to antiquities (the 
pope customarily wore colours such as purple, which was originally re-
served for Roman emperors), the urban landscape was an expression of 
how power from both sides was connected to the heritage of the ancient 
empire. This ‘visual-symbolic war’ between popes and emperors is in-
scribed on many of the medieval buildings in Rome, which were mostly 
built on atop the ruins of pre-existent Roman buildings, as is the case with 
Teatro di Marcello, an Augustinian small-scale reproduction of the Colos-
seum, which, during the Middle Ages, was gradually occupied by small 
buildings and then turned into a fortified castle.13 Another example is 
Palazzo Braschi, whose positioning is of particular interest as, firstly, it is 
located in a historic area of Rome and, secondly, one of its sides faces the 
ancient Stadium of Domitian. It was built under the governance of Fran-
cesco Orsini in 1435, and modified in 1501 and 1516. In 1791, Pope Pio 
VI ordered the demolition of Palazzo Orsini, which was rebuilt and given 
the name Palazzo Braschi.14   

Ancient heritage, together with the strong symbolic connection be-
tween political messages and res publica,15 progressed through political his-
tory from the fall of the empire until contemporary times. As the archae-
ological finds and the historical monuments and buildings underwent the 
process of ‘publicization’, transforming from the private properties of no-
ble and rich families to ‘public things’, the ancient practice of using build-
ings as blackboards remained throughout the centuries and today is used 
as a political strategy. 

Fascist era  
Noi sogniamo l'Italia romana, cioè saggia e forte, disciplinata e imperiale.   

We dream about Roman Italy, wise, strong, disciplined and imperial. 
(Benito Mussolini, Natale di Roma, 1922) 

                   
12 Supra n. 10, 6. 
13 Krautheimer 1980.  
14 Museo di Roma (online). 
15 From Latin: ‘public thing’. 
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As Painter states, ‘Fascism prided itself on being modern, dynamic, and 
progressive, and Mussolini saw no contradiction in using Rome’s history 
to define its mission and point toward the future’.16 The ideal model of 
state that Mussolini proposed was, indeed, connected to the glorious Ro-
man past. Everything, from the ‘Latinization’ of terms, to the numbers on 
monuments and public buildings, to the fascis lictoriae, is borrowed from 
the Roman past.17 

Molto di quel che fu lo spirito immortale di Roma risorge nel Fascismo. 
Romano è il Littorio, romana è la nostra organizzazione di combattimento, 
romano è il nostro orgoglio e il nostro coraggio ... con questi pensieri, i 
fascisti italiani ricordano oggi il giorno in cui duemilasette-
centocinquantasette anni fa - secondo la leggenda - fu tracciato il primo 
solco della città quadrata, destinata dopo pochi secoli a dominare il 
mondo. 

There is much of the immortal spirit of Rome within fascism. The Litto-
rius is Roman, our military strategy is Roman, our pride and our courage 
are Roman ...With these thoughts the Italian fascists remember today the 
day two thousand, seven hundred and fifty-seven years ago - according to 
the legend - when the first groove of the squared city, which was destined 
to dominate the world within a few centuries, was marked.  

(Benito Mussolini, Discorso del Bivacco, 1922) 

One of the most important examples of the intimate connection between 
Roman heritage and fascism lies within the walls of the Museum of Roman 
Civilization, in the EUR district. It exhibits various aspects of Roman his-
tory and civilization, and it was built under the fascist regime as a tool to 
prove the direct descent of fascism from the Roman Empire.18  

From the very beginning, fascism tried to manipulate the concept of 
national belonging, building an ideology founded on the idea of state and 
empire. As a result of this imperialistic policy, the archaeological finds and 
elements, such as language or military strategy, became instruments to 
‘sanctify’ fascist political power. In addition, the reproduction of Roman 
symbols within fascist architecture became a fundamental distinctive sign 
which was integrated into the cultural landscape of Rome. 19 

                   
16 Painter 2005, 3. 
17 Il giornale d’Italia 2014-04-22 (online). [For dates: 22/4/2014] 
18 Woodward 1995, 9. 
19 Il giornale d’Italia 2014-04-22 (online). 
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Fig. 2. Mussolini: Palazzo Braschi, 1934 (photograph Rare Historical Photos).  

Vota Garibaldi 
In 1860, Giuseppe Garibaldi led the ‘Expedition of the Thousand’ 
(Spedizione dei Mille), an event of the Italian Risorgimento that took place in 
1860. A corps of volunteers landed in Sicily in order to conquer the King-
dom of the Two Sicilies, which was ruled by the Bourbons. The project 
was an ambitious and risky venture aiming to conquer, with a thousand 
men, a kingdom with a larger regular army and a more powerful navy. The 
expedition was a success and concluded with a plebiscite that brought Na-
ples and Sicily into the Kingdom of Sardinia, the last territorial conquest 
before the creation of the Kingdom of Italy on 17 March 1861.  

The naval expedition was the only action jointly supported by the ’four 
fathers of the nation’, although for different reasons: Giuseppe Mazzini, 
Giuseppe Garibaldi, Victor Emmanuel II and Camillo Cavour, pursuing 
divergent goals. However, the expedition was instigated by Francesco 
Crispi, who utilized his political influence to bolster the Italian unification 
project. 20 

                   
20 Mille, Spedizione dei (online). [some of these online resources appear to be 
newspapers or journals; if so, italicize] 
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After almost a century, Garibaldi became the indirect protagonist of a 
political message written on a wall in the Garbatella district. It was 1948 
and Italy was ready to vote for the very first parliament after the 1946 
referendum which decided between monarchy and republic; the two rival 
political parties were the Democrazia Cristiana (‘Christian Democracy’) and 
the Fronte Popolare (‘Popular Front’), which included both communist and 
socialist parties. The Popular Front decided to use Garibaldi’s image as a 
symbol for the elections, to reconnect to the history of unification and 
ignite the nationalist spirit of Italians.  

This graffiti, probably made by a militant of the Popular Front, has 
become a sort of ‘archaeological find’. And here, exactly 70 years later, we 
can still admire this message, which has become part of the cultural herit-
age of the city and is treated as any other form of art, being restored and 
preserved.21 

 
Fig. 3. ‘Vote for Garibaldi’, Garbatella District (photograph by M.R. Campanella). 

Graffiti and stickers as ‘cultural and urban heritage’ 
in contemporary Rome 
Walking in Rome today is always an emotional rollercoaster, not only be-
cause of the possibility of Stendhal Syndrome caused by the art and ar-
chaeology, but also because of the overwhelming presence of every kind 
of message on walls, windows, street signals, etc. While some messages 

                   
21 Roma Today: Garbatella (online). 
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concern soccer, others are love messages written on high buildings for 
everybody to see and many others are a clear representation of Italian po-
litical history imprinted on the walls. Surely some are not exclusively po-
litical messages, but rather are deeply connected with ideology and are 
clear manifestations of a strong wish either to externalize a sentiment of 
belonging and empathy to a particular political ideology or to explicitly 
and visibly protest against institutions’ decisions. The importance of these 
messages lies not only in their location on important buildings, as stated 
before, but also in their constant presence on public walls, even outside 
the context of election campaigns, as a sort of commonly accepted way to 
express a shared opinion.   

To illustrate my points, I will discuss a selection of banners, stickers 
and graffiti expressing contemporary political messages which I encoun-
tered during my walks around Rome. The first image (Fig. 4) portrays a 
banner hanging on a EUR building which protests the sale of EUR Spa 
historical buildings to pay back Italy’s €400 million debt. The protest, 
which was held by unions, involved dozens of EUR Spa employers, and 
included the participation of some politicians who tried to determine what 
proportion of the debt could be paid by renting the buildings instead of 
selling them.22 

 
 Fig. 4. ‘Don’t touch EUR buildings!’, EUR district (photograph by M.R. Cam-
panella). 

                   
22 Corriere 2015-03-05 (online).  
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The second image (Fig. 5) is a poster from the Garbatella district protesting 
Expo, a universal exposition held in Milan in 2015 which incited a large 
number of protests against the exorbitant cost of holding it, the incredible 
amount of resources required and the pro-globalization stance of the ex-
position.23 

 
Fig. 5. ‘No Expo’ protests, Garbatella district (photograph by M.R. Campanella). 

The third image (Fig. 6), is a graffito from the Garbatella district of a fa-
mous quote from Ernesto Che Guevara: ‘Above all, try always to be able 
to feel deeply any injustice committed against any person in any part of 
the world. It is the most beautiful quality of a revolutionary’. This quote, 
together with many others, contributed to the construction of the image 
of Garbatella as a communist district.24 

The final image (Fig. 7) is a banner protesting the case of ‘Marò’.25 With-
out delving into the details of this diplomatic incident, the impact of this 
event on the Italian population led to an incredible media, social and po-
litical phenomenon, which has been recorded on the walls of public build-
ings for a very long time. The importance of this banner lies in the great 
polemics that exploded because of this event, which involve a strong cri-
tique of the government’s powers in international matters. 26 

                   
23 La Repubblica 2015-04-27 (online). 
24 La Repubblica 2003-11-12 (online).  
25 In February 2012, two Italian marines were arrested in India as suspects in a 
murder case, thus beginning one of the biggest international controversies of 
recent years: La Repubblica 2016-06-02 (online). 
26 Corriere 2013-03-26 (online).  
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Fig. 6. Quote from Ernesto Che 
Guevara, Garbatella district 
(photograph by M. R. Campanella). 

Fig. 7. ‘Let’s bring Maró back home’, 
Palazzo Wedekind (photograph by 
M.R. Campanella). 

These examples contextualize contemporary political messages on Rome’s 
walls. The buildings in the photos are all connected through their im-
portance as historical and visible buildings (Palazzo Wedekind, fascist-era 
buildings in Garbatella, EUR buildings). Their historical value, together 
with their strategic positions, is the ‘sanctificatory additive’ that is meant 
to empower the political message. 

Conclusions: beyond graffiti’ 
Taking into account such a broad historical chronological span can be 
tricky and always comes with a risk of reductionism. Yet, demonstrating 
how the practice of ‘writing politics’ on the walls was a recurrent technique 
even in antiquity is a good way of providing the reader with an image of a 
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coherent evolutionary process, which is fundamental to understanding the 
contemporary practice of graffiti, striscioni and stickers in Rome.  

Returning to the contribution’s questions, I have demonstrated that, 
from the time of the Roman Empire onwards, walls have been one of the 
most important vehicles for spreading political messages. This practice, 
together with the use of Roman heritage to legitimize power, still survives 
today as an expression of political ideology. 

Visual anthropology offers a good approach for studying this phenom-
enon, as we can use it to demonstrate how the historicity and visibility of 
a wall are the most important requirements for making the political mes-
sage effective. In addition, in this work, I have analysed how the practice 
of using historical buildings is deeply connected to the sentiment of the 
shared heritage they represent; throughout, there has been an important 
focus on the ‘public thing’. These sentiments, together with the will to 
express a shared meaning created an urban landscape in contemporary 
Rome where graffiti, banners and stickers are integrated into the cultural 
heritage of the city, rather than simply being viewed as acts of vandalism. 
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11. Traces of histories of Rome. 
Walking, football, fascism, and 

belonging 

Henrik Widmark  

In 2017, an unidentified person had scribbled the words “Dieci Anni” on a 
wall located in the Aventine Hill in Rome, in large capital letters. Literally 
meaning “Ten Years”, it could stand for just about anything, something 
personal or political, an assertion meant for the few (Fig 1). When it was 
written it was, to use the late Ludwig Wittgenstein’s terminology, a lan-
guage play which not just a few, but most Romans were part of. The graf-
fiti denoted the football club AS Roma, and how ten long years had passed 
since they won their last trophy. Ten years of agony and waiting, not just 
for the dedicated supporters but also probably for a majority of the inhab-

itants of Rome. “Dieci Anni” was a 
trace of history, a hope for the future 
and an inscribing of belonging. The 
writer of the graffiti seems to have 
believed that Rome told a story of its 
history and at the same time set the 
hopes and demands for future victo-
ries. This article is about such traces 
of football, history, and the social life 
in Rome. Special focus is set on the 
football team AS Roma and its rela-
tion to the city. The article also ex-
plores the significance of walking and 
discovering the urban landscape, and 
helps us to decode the meanings em-
bedded in architecture, stickers, and 
graffiti.   

Fig. 1. “Dieci Anni” Roma graffiti, 
Avantine Hill (photograph by H. 
Widmark). 
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An introduction and a theory of traces and 
thought things 
“Has reality truly become something people have to believe in, I won-
dered, the answer to a serious question, asked in a hushed and embarrassed 
tone?”1  

As researchers within the field of humanities and social sciences, we 
often seem to question reality and undermine its very existence through 
critical analysis. No, reality does not exist, it consists of social construc-
tions and conventions, it is all in the narratives to be deciphered, and so 
on and so forth. Nonetheless, even though there are narratives, social con-
structions, and structures that are part of our everyday, there is also, and 
has always been a reality, comprising the material existence and the lived 
experiences of human beings. Reality is not just a presence of the here and 
now, it is present in the form of our past lives and past experiences as well. 
To acknowledge what Hannah Arendt commented on, when we think, 
discuss, and act, our existence as political beings is reflected and we also 
thus leave meaningful decipherable traces. “Action, in so far it engages in 
founding and preserving political bodies, creates the conditions for re-
membrance, that is, for history”.2 In essence, the actions of us thinking 
beings leave traces in the materiality of today. These traces exist in layers 
on our lived environment, as a palimpsest to be deciphered or to be 
thought with and about as thought-things, a main theoretical concept ana-
lysed in this article.3 Thought-things can be traces of the everyday and 
traces of the western, national, and political history of Rome. They are 
autonomous thought-things with agency to start a conversation and con-
necting with the multiplicity of the city. They can be traces to be read, or 
just left behind. They are traces that exist here and now, but must be un-
derstood “…from the viewpoint of man, who always lives in the interval 
between past and future, [where]time is not a continuum, a flow of unin-
terrupted succession; it is broken in the middle, at the point where “he 
‘stands’; and his standpoint is not the present as we usually understand it 
but rather a gap in time which ‘his’ constant fighting, ‘his’ making a stand 
                   
1 Latour 1999, 1. 
2 Arendt 1998 (1958), 8f. 
3 Thought-things can be traced to Kant’s writing in Critique of Pure Reason on the 
ideas of things that we cannot know if they exist as the idea of God, but here it 
should be understood as entities both physical and intellectual that appear in the 
world through art and art similar practices such as graffiti for instance. See, Ar-
endt 1978 (1971), 77f.; Sjöholm 2015, 49–53.  
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against past and future, keeps in existence”.4 Thus, the present always con-
fronts both the past and the future, and traces exist in this reality. Friedrich 
Nietzsche saw the need for man to be able to reach “unhistorical aware-
ness” if he were to grow and reach his fulfilment.5 However, Nietzsche is 
doubtful whether it is even possible. “The past must be forgotten, if it is 
not to bury the present”.6 Nonetheless, it is unpreventable. The past is 
always there, in the everyday, and in the unique moment of the present. 
This is also the reason why all traces irrespective of how old or new they 
are, need to be seen in the illuminating light of history. Not all traces be-
come thought-things but, relying on what Arendt wrote, it is obvious that 
art and art-similarities such as graffiti, bring multiple understandings into 
the present as thought-things, and also own agency to change and reflect on 
society.  

The traces are especially obvious in the urban fabric; which is not to 
say that they are unique to urbanity, but the ever-changing built materiality 
in the city will inevitably hold traces of remembered and unremembered 
pasts. These material remains in houses and streets, and especially graffiti 
are in itself a reflective network of historical connections; it is our everyday 
lived experiences in cities that bring us together with history, with some-
thing that has actually happened. As William Faulkner wrote “The past is 
not dead. It is not even past yet”.7  

The material – Rome, traces, and football 
“The Eternal City” Rome, is full of traces and in itself could be designated 
to be a trace of western civilisation, what it has been historically, and what 
it is today. The German sociologist, Georg Simmel wrote about Rome at 
the end of the 19th century, “What makes the impression of Rome so in-
comparable is that in what separates one age from another, styles, person-
alities, and lives, which have left their traces here, span further than any-
where else, and nevertheless merge into a unity, a mood, and a sense of 
belonging unlike anywhere else in the world”.8 To Simmel, and too many 
of his fellow European intellectuals, Rome was where the thickest layers 

                   
4Arendt. 2006 (1961), 10. 
5 Nietzsche1990 (1874), 91. 
6 Nietzsche. 1990 (1874), 90. 
7 Faulkner 2012 (1951), 73. 
8 Simmel 2007, 32.  Originally published as Simmel 1898. 
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of European history could be found. Still, in Simmel’s view, it was not a 
place of heritage to the inhabitants of Rome, “Here, many generations 
have produced and built next to and above one another, without any care 
for (and indeed without entirely comprehending) what came before, sur-
rendering to the needs of the day, and to the taste and mood of the times”.9 
Rome was the city of historical traces, traces that permeated every move 
and every action. Living in Rome meant having to deal with a surplus of 
history. Ten years later Simmel returned to Rome in his work Soziologie. In 
one of the passages, he viewed Rome as a material place overflowing with 
western history and defined by “all roads lead to Rome”. Thus, it com-
prised not just its material remains but spiritual “meanings and traces” as 
well. The traces and the histories of them “are mixed and washed up to-
gether”.10 In other words they could be perceived as floating seamlessly 
together, making the factual city virtually limitless. 15 years after Simmel, 
it was this limitlessness which was incorporated by Mussolini, who used it 
to rewrite his idea of the modern city built on a grand heritage. In the post-
war years, both society in general, and not least, the supporters of football 
particularly, have used the same limitlessness to form an identity in the 
eternal city. This resonates with what political thinker Antonio Gramsci 
wrote in his Prison notebooks; that the idea of the Roman Empire became 
“… a sort of fatalism and passive expectation of a future which would be 
completely predetermined by the past”.11  

Traces and walking in public space – further 
theoretical outlines 
The urban environment, and especially public space, encapsulates living 
traces and is to be understood as consisting of places where ideas and 
thoughts from history and contemporaneity blend. As Simmel wrote “The 
dynamism of Roman city life appears in the same way: no element, how-
ever antique, foreign, or useless, can escape its outrageous liveliness. Even 
the most resistant part is drawn into this current”.12 To see and make these 
traces meaningful and not just merely fragments, as part of the very image 

                   
9 Ibid. 31.  
10 “alle wegen nach Rom führen”, ” Sinn und Spuren”, ” Susammengewaschend 
sind” Simmel, 1908, 639.  
11 Gramsci 1985. 201.  
12 Simmel 2007, 32.  
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and fabric of the city, you have to walk the streets, go down into street-
level, and from there interact with and interpret their meaning.  

It is in the streets where traces from the supporters, and indeed from 
the very existence of AS Roma, transform into Rome, and glimpses of the 
cultures of modern-day Romans are understood. It is mainly from the au-
tonomous graffiti writings and practices of the supporters that thought-
things come into being. The football culture is autonomous and larger than 
its part in the contemporary economy and seeing the traces in the streets 
makes it clear that it cannot be reduced to a mere commodity.  

An important framework of this article is to understand the traces as 
part of what Ludwig Wittgenstein called a “sprachspiel” a “Language-
game” where we understand things differently depending on the context. 
To understand “Forza” in everyday Italian, or in politics, or football we 
have to define it.13 As Wittgenstein writes, “When we say: ‘Every word in 
language signifies something’, we have so far said nothing whatever; unless 
we have explained exactly what distinction we wish to make”.14 This is of 
importance to understand how the traces come into action and how they 
always describe the plurality of public space. To understand this is also to 
understand that the art-like objects, graffiti, stickers, posters and so on, of 
the everyday have an agency of their own. As Hannah Arendt wrote in The 
Life of the Mind “Art […] transforms sense objects into thought-things, 
tears them first of all out of their context in order to de-realise and thus 
prepare them for their new and different function”.15 Meeting the agency 
of the traces affects one’s thought processes and is understood differently 
according to how we perceive them. It exists in Rome all throughout, but 
in multiple appearances.  

The article also investigates walking as a method. Walking has been the 
central method to understand historical traces and make them meaningful. 
To walk and analyse the urban fabric is to construct an unregulated herit-
age. It is to make traces meaningful. Though it is important to remember 
that when you walk you also leave traces. This brings forth another aspect 
of the method – by walking, actions such as graffiti and putting up stickers 

                   
13 In the Italian language “forza” means forward and could be used in multiple 
situations in the everyday. In football it is a chant from the stands, “Forza az-
zuri!”, “Forza Roma!” or “Forza Milan!” Forza has also transferred from foot-
ball into politics and Berlusconi’s party Forza Italia. On the name of the party, 
see: Duke and Crolle1996, 125. 
14 Wittgenstein 1953, aphorism no.13.  
15Arendt 1978 (1971), 49.  
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become comprehensible. They are practices of leaving images and traces 
of history while roaming and walking in the city. They are acts of being 
part of an ongoing battle of the rights to the urban territory. 

In 1967, British artist Richard Long walked a straight line in a field out-
side his native Bristol. After walking and flattening the grass into a narrow 
stripe, Long photographed the trace of his artistic intervention. What 
Long had done was to leave traces of him being in the field walking. If you 
looked closely enough, you could see traces of life in the photos and in 
the field; using the contemporary concept of ecological footprint, Long 
had left his mark on the environment just as we do every day, walking 
down a street or a field. What Long highlighted in his work was that every 
action leaves traces or patterns. In the field, nature would eventually make 
the stripe disappear; the grass straws would rise again, and the footprints 
would no longer be visible. However, if you examined the field closely you 
would find soil being moved and grass that had died. Every footstep leaves 
traces, just as interventions in the past can be found in scribblings, and in 
darkened areas where something once existed. By taking a photo Long’s 
walk became part of both art history and environmental history. He cre-
ated a narrative to remember his walk in 1967. It did not transform the 
walk into being, the fact remained that the walk had already been done 
before the narrative, and it existed as part of the past. Long’s feet had 
intervened in nature but through its documentation, reality was also ex-
amined and understood within other contexts than just the field outside 
Bristol. What Long had done was to transform the traces into memories 
or to “write” the history of a walk in 1967 and at the same time write the 
history of man’s impact on the environment. Furthermore, the photo-
graph created a thought-thing that liberated it from the context of the 
field, thus making it an object of agency of multiple thoughts. Just as 
thoughts of intervention, or for that matter thoughts of all the possible 
walks that could be made in the untouched grass, are spaces of possible 
interventions, so are all the unwritten walls and streets signs without stick-
ers.  

As Long indicated, to walk means to interfere with history and write 
new history as well. To walk also means to re-trace the memories of the 
past. What Long did was both, act out as well as examine history. He cre-
ated, and in the same instance recorded the effects of his intervention. 
Walking does that – examine and create. Nietzsche, a keen walker, wrote 
in Ecce Homo, “Sit as little as possible; do not believe any idea that was not 
born in the open air and of free movement – in which the muscles do not 
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also revel”.16 This is part of the method employed here, not just seeing but 
walking as a way to interact with the city, to interact with Rome.  

Some traces intentionally tell history or enforce an idea, some traces are 
just material remains of the past that need to be examined to tell the story 
of its intervention. My aim is to examine specific traces of football and 
football supporters within Rome, to explore their connections to the city 
and its recent past, and to understand their agency. I will analyse the poli-
tics of these traces and its uses and understandings in contemporary soci-
ety. When contextualised and constructed within a narrative, the traces will 
turn into memories of Rome; but the traces will also remain within the 
reality of Rome, understood as meaningful patterns, irrelevant remains, 
heritage, or just visual littering.  

Il Divo and the Eternal City 
Besides football, there probably has been no cultural expression more im-
portant to the idea of modern Rome than cinema.17 Especially in the post-
war years, Rome has been portrayed as a desirable city and a place of Ital-
ian modernity.18 It is an identity which has been reproduced worldwide, 
and made it both an imagined place as visualised by Freud when he imag-
ined Rome from Piranesi-engravings in the end of the 19th century, and as 
a destination within the growing tourist economy.19 As such, cinema has 
been part of producing our understanding of the material Rome that we 
walk. Also, conversely, walking has been part of producing cinematic 
Rome. That in effect makes cinema one of the enigma solvers and decod-
ers of modern Italian life.  

In 2008, Paulo Sorrentino directed the film Il Divo about the Italian 
Prime Minister and influential conservative politician Giulio Andreotti. 
The film portrays Rome and one of its most influential politicians.20 An-
dreotti has been regarded as the most important political figure of the first 
Republic (1946-1992) and has been portrayed as a strong advocate for the 
papacy, as well as being involved in scandals, and as having contacts with 

                   
16 Nietzsche 2007 (1888), 20. On Nietzsche and walking, see: Gros 2014, 11–29.   
17 A few films have been made about Italian supporters. See for instance the 
film “Ultra” by Ricky Tognazzi (1991) about AS Roma supporters.  
18 Paulicelli 2010, Bondanella 2003, passim. See especially from Rossellini’s 
1945-movie Rome, Open City to the present.  
19 Widmark 2016, 163.  
20 Viano 2010. 
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the mafia.21 At the same time he has been seen as both an honest and 
cynical person in relation to what is needed to preserve power. In Italian 
politics it has left him both widely loved as well as widely hated. In a key 
scene of Il Divo, Andreotti walks down Via del Corso to the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office. He is slowly pacing with the police and his bodyguards close 
by. The effect of the walk underlines Via del Corso as pivotal to Rome, to 
its memory, history, and present-day. The famous street, once called by 
Stendahl “the most beautiful street in the universe”, is the artery of Rome, 
narrow and condensed containing both the history of Rome and the Re-
public.22 Its simultaneous reflection of power and public life can be seen 
in the highbrow shops, the corner vendors, the palaces, the football stick-
ers, and the littering and dirt of the everyday, all existing together. By walk-
ing, Andreotti is not just a part of the world of power and politics, he is 
present in the Rome of yesterday and today. In the scene Andreotti stops 
to read and reflect on the graffiti painted on the wall of Palazzo Ruspoli, 
“Stragi e complotti portano la firma di Craxi e Andreotti”, “Massacres and 
plots bear the signature of Craxi and Andreotti” (Fig. 2).  

 
Fig. 2. Scene from the film I ll Divo, 2008. 

He confronts the traces of political allies and opponents and at the same 
time he is framed by the walls of the street in the space of modern Rome 
with its graffiti, its historical debris, and its political strife. The graffiti talks 
about post-war Italian history with the two most influential politicians, one 
conservative and one social democrat working together to keep the power 

                   
21 Varsori2015 (Retrieved on line 2020-06-18) https://www.oxfordhand-
books.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199669745.001.0001/oxfordhb-
9780199669745-e-29 ). 
22 Stendahl 1957 (1827), 83. 



 

Traces of histories of Rome | 163  

in Italy. Andreotti seems to acknowledge what he already knows and walks 
on. It is a strong scene that becomes meaningful to us by its evocation of 
the sight of Andreotti walking amidst the everyday trace of graffiti writings 
on the fabric of Rome. It is a scene that interweaves the political life of 
Italy with the everyday of Rome. The film thus, enhances the effect of 
how walking puts the protagonist in both the real life of his subjects, and 
also in the presence of history and now in Rome. Andreotti becomes a 
node between the city and the political life of Italy. When leaving the world 
of cinema and stepping into the real life streets of Rome, Andreotti be-
comes a possible point of departure in the context of this article, into life 
where “the past is not dead”. “It is not even past yet”.  

Writing on the wall 
In 2018, on a wall in Via dei Chiavari in Rome somebody has scribbled 
”Ultras Roma”. (Fig. 3) Seemingly this unauthorised marking has nothing 
to do with the political graffiti on Palazzo Ruspoli in Il Divo ten years ear-
lier. There are similarities though. The style is typical of Italian graffiti, 
written in black and with capital letters. It is also a comment on the right 
to the city, “Firma Craxi e Andreotti” was a territorial tactic aimed at both 
the political and urban space. ”Ultras Roma” is a tactic aiming predomi-
nantly at urban space, and whose team and what ultras group that have 
the right to the capital. Somebody has claimed the place through graffiti, 
claimed Rome itself, and inscribed a memory into public space.  

Similar to those opposing Andreotti, the ultras have used tactics to take 
control, or at least be present in the Roman street. Mattias Kärrholm, pro-
fessor of architectural theory, expounds territorial tactics as something 
that “…involves claims made in the midst of a situation and as part of an 
ongoing sequence (in daily life)”.23 It is something that has intention, and 
like graffiti, is produced when opportunity is given. Walls instead, are stra-
tegical interventions. 24 They are planned diversions of space. They are 
there to control and define a given space. Walls are governmental objects 
in a city and as such they control both material and social processes. As 
such they are also functioning as intersections of critical discussions of 

                   
23 Kärrholm 2007. 241.  
24 Mumbi Brighenti 2008, 7f. Mubi Brighenti’s theorising on walls relies on Fou-
cault 1991.     
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power. They become in-
tersections between what 
is inside and the urban so-
cial practices in the streets. 
They are distinctive can-
vases for territorial and 
political tactics. Walls are 
places of memory and for-
getting as well, especially 
in Rome where layer upon 
layer of history can be 
seen in the traces on the 
walls. The social theorist 
Andrea Mubi Brighenta, 
writes that “[F]rom both 
the strategical and the tac-
tical perspective, the wall 
is an object that constitu-
tively calls into play the in-
terweaving of space and 
social relations. Walls are 
inherently material and se-
miotic, material-and-immaterial”.25  

Understood as such, walking in the street means always interacting with 
the strategies and tactics applied upon the city.  

Graffiti has a long history in Rome. We know that it was common dur-
ing antiquity and has probably been a part of social life in the city for as 
long as writing. It often takes the form of adolescent tagging, claiming to 
subvert authority, and showing self-assurance and a way to self-expres-
sion. It can also commemorate losses, express political opinions, or indeed 
claim a football team and their supporters to be the legitimate representa-
tives of the city.26 In Rome’s archaeological findings there exists ancient 
Roman graffiti from gladiators commemorating themselves and from 
spectators invocating the gladiators to win.27 Graffiti, sport, leisure time, 
and self-identity are deeply intertwined in Roman graffiti from antiquity. 
It was part of both defining the self, and Rome as a city and as an empire. 
                   
25 Mubi Brighenti. 2008. 8. 
26 On tagging and youth, see: Brown, Brunelle, Malhotra2017, 487–501. 
27 Keegan 2014 203–213.  

Fig. 3. “Ultras Roma”, Roma graffiti, Via del 
Chiavari (photograph by H. Widmark). 
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Graffiti was, and is part of the performance that presents and re-presents 
the individuals and the city. “Ultras Roma” seen in this light becomes part 
of a past existing in the present or, in other words a historically traceable 
cultural practice of belonging to Rome. Although, to others it may still 
represent simply another form of vandalism or littering of urban space, 
and something meant to be cleaned.  

The organisation “Retake Roma” sees all forms of tagging, graffiti, and 
stickers as a degradation of public space. Their purpose is to retake public 
space by cleaning it.28 “Retake Roma”, is a grassroots organisation, and as 
such it could be said that cleaning and erasing traces are tactics to reshape 
public space into a room without constant battles being fought on walls 
and on street signs. They are hoping to form a Rome without discord in 
any form being present in public space. Although to be pragmatic, the 
hope to erase traces of conflict is a strategy bound to give birth to new 
conflicts.29 There are sources from antiquity that speak about laws and 
campaigns against graffiti, most of them connected to specific political 
events, and none of them successful. Still, the fight against graffiti is a part 
of the public sphere. It is part of how modern Rome holds together, where 
people try to uphold the strategies of the city to keep Rome tidy, both 
from litter, and subcultural expressions.30 It is also part of how focus is on 
the awareness of the urban image in a neoliberal economy.31  

Graffiti is a confrontational territorial tactic, meeting the passer-by at 
eyelevel. It is meant to evoke feelings and reactions. As graffiti writing is 
predominantly illegal, it will always hold a subcultural position, outside so-
ciety at large.32 As such to a certain degree, if the graffiti is from the ultras 
of Roma or a political fraction, it always identifies with other taggers and 
graffiti writers. The writing “Ultras Roma” in Via dei Chiavari is also part 
of the multiplicity of public space.33 It refers to both, and while it is a sub-
culture, yet it finds support outside the small group of ultras. It has sup-
porters among the ordinary followers of the football team AS Roma. Also, 
while it is of importance to understand both its value and manifestation as 
a trace of the cultural life of Rome, but it is equally important to also 

                   
28 https://www.retakeroma.org/chi-siamo/ (Retrieved 2020-02-07). 
29 On the zero tolerance strategy, see: Kimvall 2014.  
30 On new local regulations, see: https://www.comune.roma.it/web/it/no-
tizia.page?contentId=NWS196768 (Retrieved 2020-08-18) 
31 Gemmit 2019, 2.  
32 Kimvall. 2014, 112 f.; MacDiarmid Downing 2012, 607.  
33 Arendt 1998 (1958). 57. 
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acknowledge that it is always in a state of constant flux and conflict. It is 
something that highlights the fact that entering the public sphere has mul-
tiple understandings and agencies.34 “Ultras Roma” will not, and is not 
meant to be there forever, people will like and dislike it and as such it has 
carved a space in the everyday history of Rome and formed a trace of a 
conflict of belonging.  

“Ultras Roma” 
 “Ultras Roma” is a complex set of words that hold plenty of meanings 
yet they basically refer to one meaning in particular.35 Roma signifies 
Rome, but also AS Roma, the football team. It is an index of a Romanista 
– which somebody supporting AS Roma has been there. It also signifies 
inhabitants of Rome as being part of the specific territorial and spatial set 
of ideas, feelings and beliefs of indebted, of being a Romani (a Roman 
inhabitant) and a Romanista. The other part, ultras, refers to an organisa-
tion of supporters and a culture of supporting one’s team in Italy.36 It has 
a history of strong dedication, and following the team and belonging to 
the ultras is one’s way of life. The ultras and the team come before every-
thing else, including life partners, work, or relatives.37 A graffiti piece on a 
wall in Via Giovanni Schiparelli summons up the ideas of the culture – or 
subculture, “Ultras senza compromessi” (Fig. 4). There is no such thing as 
a compromise, there is one life and one team, one city, and it is always a 
complete dedication. To be an ultra is to follow one’s own rules and it is 
a choice of life that will mean sacrifices. The ultras live and act within their 
subculture and their own created space of society and football; though the 
ultras are also deeply enmeshed in Italian politics, society, and masculin-
ity.38 At the same time the “Ultras Roma” graffiti also signifies the history 
of being there in Rome, and the expectation to be there in the future. It is 
intensely associated with being part of the eternal city and its history. AS 
Roma is Rome. In its most explicit form, the ultras graffiti is a trace of 

                   
34 Arendt 1998 (1958). 50 ff.   
35 Mol 2002, 5; On the use of signifier, symbol and index, see: Chadler 2007.  
36 The history of the ultras movement has its beginnings in Italy but is now 
spread around the world in different shapes. Podaliri Balestri1998, 89–92; 
Doidge 2017, 79f.    
37 Podaliri Balestri 1998; Doidge 2017; Dyal 2011, Passim.   
38 Scalia2009, 44ff. There are female ultras but they are seldom recognised; see: 
Cere2003. 166–188 
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both the past and the future. Thus, when decoded it points out to a nar-
rative of Rome. To competing supporters of other teams it also signifies 
an ongoing turf war. It is a call for protecting one’s city and thus it also 
bears agency as a tactic. Independent of what it signifies to the individual, 
it bears memory and is a pictorial art of memory, a way to be remem-
bered.39 The repetition of the word transforms them into an image and a 
symbol and as described, a signifier or a possible thought-thing.40  

 
Fig. 4. ”Ultras Sensa Compromessi”, graffiti, Via Giovanni Shiparelli  

(photograph by H. Widmark). 

The Ultras and Italian society 
It would be an oversimplification and a reduction of its complexity to see 
the ultras graffiti simply as a symbol of a supporter subculture. The ultras 
culture can be said to be a subculture outside mainstream society. At the 
same time they are part of modern football, whether they want to be or 
not. This also means that they have support outside their own ranks and 
they support their team and Rome together with the ordinary supporters 

                   
39 Samuel 2012. XXI.  
40 Arendt 1998 (1958), 77f. 
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going to Sunday’s fixtures at the Stadio Olimpico. It is a participatory cul-
ture choreographing both songs and manifestations with flags, banners, 
and other large scale visual productions in the stands. As such they activate 
the other supporters and the team. Today the ultras groups of AS Roma 
can also be seen as social clubs organising both activities besides the games 
and acting as intermediators between the older and younger generations 
of supporters.41  

Italian ultras have a long tradition of affiliation to extreme political 
groups both on the far left and far right. Since the 1970’s, they have had a 
troublesome history full of violence, especially directed towards compet-
ing teams’ supporters that has led to riots within and outside the stadiums. 
With the increasing violence an over-policing of the games has also fol-
lowed, leading to clashes with the police. This can be seen in stickers and 
graffiti with the acronyms ACAB and 1312, both to be understood as “all 
cops are bastards”.42 This has led to an ongoing confrontation with the 
police, which is one of the defining concepts of the subculture today.  

Violence and extreme politics have put the culture on a collision course 
with mainstream society and tend to alienate them from regular support-
ers. To a large extent, it is a central feature in the construction of ultras 
identity. On the Palazzetto dello Sport in Rome somebody has written 
“AMORE estremo e ULTRA violenza” (extreme love and ultraviolence) 
signed with a swastika. By writing amore and ultra in capital letters there 
can be no misunderstanding that it refers to football ultras.43 Also, violence 
and macho culture is a part of the Italian ultras movement, though it 
should not be overstated. There is also a tendency in the discussions on 
ultras that focuses on violence and sees it as the purpose of the subcul-
ture.44 Instead it should be understood as a reaction to police violence and 
the fight for the right to their space. Thus, it can also be understood as an 
action that derives from the strategies of defending Rome and especially 
Stadio Olimpico. Still, graffiti on love and ultraviolence is an idolatry of 
violence and it is two-sided.  

As an active part of the football game and as defenders of the team, the 
ultras are of huge importance to the larger group of supporters. This 

                   
41Wayne Dyal 2011, 2. 
42 Widmark 2018, 123. 
43 On the opposite wall there were also the acronym ASR. The swastika could of 
course emanate from a counterattack from Lazio supporters but sadly these 
symbols occur within the ultras movement.  
44 Dyal 2012, 78.  



 

Traces of histories of Rome | 169  

should not be understated. Their contribution to the games, their involve-
ment and passion for the team, and not the least, their active work of try-
ing to keep football being a part of local culture, and thus actively militat-
ing against globalisation and commercialisation of modern football, is of 
great importance.45 Though there is always the risk of a loss in trust, and 
eventually being banned from the stadium and football if there is too much 
violence especially with serious injuries, or if others (than the rivalling 
teams’ ultras) are assaulted. The violence is thought of as one of the big-
gest problems surrounding modern Italian football.46 At the same time, as 
long as it does not interfere with the regular crowds, there is research sub-
stantiating the fact that the ordinary supporters of teams like Roma to a 
certain degree accept and even support a conflicting attitude and hostile 
behaviour from the ultras.47 Thus the graffiti on Palazzetto dello Sport 
seen in this light, though problematic, becomes a part of the culture of 
local pride and love for AS Roma. Still the swastika makes the graffiti ex-
tremely challenging. It is also part of the larger context of far right wing 
politics and violence that has a long and bloody tradition in Italy since the 
Fascist era and through the post-war years. The traces of Roma Ultras 
connect both into history and the politics of now, casting a dark shadow 
on the support. Yet another important part as substantiated by research 
focusing on the violence surrounding the stands, is that violence is under-
stood as being the result of public order and policing; and as such it is also 
a question of the legitimacy of the actions taken by the police.48 This re-
verberates into Italian society and results in a broadly held opinion of po-
lice brutality as a societal problem.49  

To understand supporter graffiti on the walls of Rome, it is of im-
portance to understand that the support of ultras is sometimes not just 
about the local team, but of the systemic problems which exist in contem-
porary society, such as police violence, globalisation and neo-liberalisation. 
It is also important to understand the graffiti as a thought-thing that acti-
vates both the future and the past. In the end, to understand it one also 
needs to understand the role of football in Italian society. 
                   
45 Numerato 2015. 
46 Guschwan2007, 63 f.; Scalia. 2009; Testa 2008, 73f.   
47 Scalia. 2009. 45.  
48 Brechbühl. Schumacher Dimech, Schmid, Seiler 2017, 867. 
49 Doidge, 2015, 129-130; Zamperini, Siracusa, Menegatto 2017, 175. There is an 
Italian organisation working with police brutality called ACAD D (Associazione 
Contro gli Abusi in Divisa—Association Against Uniform Abuses) – referring 
to the acronym ACAB used by the ultras among others.  
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Italian football culture in Rome 
Football is calcio in the Italian language. Calcio also represents the idea of 
the uniquely Italian in European football. It became the national sport per 
se in Italy during the 1960s, when the proliferation of television made it 
possible to reach out to the entire population. Not surprisingly, up until 
then cycling had been predominant in a society where the major part of 
the population still lived in the countryside.50 Football was instead consid-
ered an expression of urban Italy developing during the early 20th cen-
tury.51 Small clubs were formed in all Italian cities and very soon in the 
process of setting up, they started taking up local customs and traditions, 
building identification and ties to local places, and became the fastest 
growing sport both among the bourgeoisie and the urban working class.52 
It was also linked to industrialism where in industrial cities such as Milan 
and Turin the game was organised by the factories and became the major 
free time event of the workers. The game thus became a regional factor 
and support of the local teams enhanced the ideas of local pride.  

AS Roma was formed during the fascist regime. Thus it becomes es-
sential to problematise the era that can still be found in traces close to the 
team. During the fascist era football was seen both as a possibility and a 
threat.53 The football community held many of the ideas of the corporative 
fascist society. At the same time football also enhanced division through 
local patriotism instead of national unity. Calcio had connections both 
with the working-class culture and the industrialists from the north. As 
such it was also seen as a problem. As a growing public sport with large 
crowds of active supporters and spectatorship, it needed to be organised 
within the state.54 To take control and benefit from the sport, the fascists 
reorganised football by strengthening the central organisation, setting up 
Serie A and Serie B, renaming “un-Italian” club names such as Milan to 
AS Milano, all clubs that used the English word football in their names 
had to change it to Calcio. They built new stadiums, among them Stadio 
Testaccio that was AS Roma’s home ground. Still, local football – calcio 
never became a major political tool. Mussolini did not show any appreci-
ation for the sport, and even among the supporters the tussle remained 
                   
50Archambault 2020, 1ff. Italy passed 50 per cent urbanisation around 1970, see: 
Malanima 2005, 107.  
51 Doidge 2015, 48f.  
52 Ibid. 
53 Archambault 2020. 640–644; Sbeti Serapiglia 2020, 890.   
54 Archambault 2020. 2. Martin 2011, 67f.  
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between competing cities and places, but seldom with political under-
tones.55 This also explains why teams such as Roma, formed under Mus-
solini did not have any problem housing all parts of society.  

There is a profound love affair between inhabitants of Rome and the 
football club AS Roma. It is not the only team in the city, but it is the 
largest and the most influential. It has been estimated that their antagonist 
SS Lazio has the support of nearly 12 per cent of the population in Rome 
whereas it is nearly 48 percent for Roma.56 The effect it has on the city is 
best described in the scenes following the Roma victory in Serie A in 2001; 
in the ensuing celebrations it is estimated that in the special festivities in 
Circo Massio, more than one million supporters attended. It was the main 
event in a month of celebrations in Rome. The numbers of Romanisti cel-
ebrating were far more than those who attended the matches. It was a 
victory engaging the whole city of Rome. Sociologist Mathew Guschwan 
has summarised the role of football in the Italian society, “Soccer is such 
a fundamental component of the Italian culture that even people who do 
not like the game itself often identify with a local team. In this way, they 
connect to a set of orientations and values, such as local pride and political 
affiliation, which exceeds the notion of soccer as a game”.57 This is cer-
tainly the case in Rome. More than once it has been mentioned that foot-
ball is a religion in Italy, but probably a better description is what it popu-
larly means to be a Romani and a Romanista; you can divorce and find a 
new love or convert to a new religion but you cannot change or lose your 
love for AS Roma.58  

AS Roma was founded in 1927 by the top rank fascist official Italo 
Foschi. Three football clubs from Rome were merged into one, forming a 
competitive team for the new league.59 The only major team from Rome 
not to merge was SS Lazio which also singled them out as the counterpart 
and major enemy in football. The merger of the three teams in Rome has 
been understood to represent the different social ranks of the inhabitants. 
Lawyers and bankers led Club Roman, a pizzeria owner on the outskirts 
of Rome had formed Alba, and the third club Fortitudio, was managed by 
priests and consisted of the poor inhabitants of the neighborhood Borgo 

                   
55 Archambault 2020. 6f. 
56 Ricatti 2010, 217. 
57 Guschwan 2007, 253. 
58 See: Ricatti. 2020. p 224, for a similar description also on football and religion 
in Italy. 
59 Ricatti. 2010. 219.  
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Pio in central Rome. The difference between the backgrounds of the orig-
inal teams has been identified as a reason behind the wide range of sup-
porters from all social classes and most areas in Rome.60 This is still im-
portant today, and in order to comprehend Roma fully it is necessary to 
be able to view it as a workers team, the middle classes team, or the team 
of those living on the fringes of Rome, all at the same time. It results in a 
complex field of supporter identities where all are valid in their own con-
text. The backgrounds of the teams in three different clubs as described, 
may not necessarily explain the complexity but it definitely chronicles and 
creates a team history that everyone can relate to. Examining the support 
for Roma, what becomes evident is that the city’s history and materiality 
is always on the forefront with a well-defined common goal that everyone 
can relate to. 

 
Fig. 5. ”Omnia Vincit Amor!”, Roma graffiti, Piazza Celimontana  

(photograph by H. Widmark). 

On a building site enclosure for the new metro C in Via Annia, Roma 
supporters have written, “Roma e´ nostre” (Rome is ours). Alongside, one 
can read in Latin the Vergil sentence “Omnia Vincit Amor!” (Love con-
quers all) (Fig. 5). These two pieces blend antiquity, now, and the future, 

                   
60 Ricatti 2010.  
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and are indicative of how Rome and Roma become one. It is quite reason-
able to believe that the words have been written by the ultras, even though 
the message that comes through of the team and the city resonates with a 
much broader supporter base than just the ultras. 

It is the form of language-game as described by Wittgenstein, where 
the sentences create specific meaning in the context of football, where 
they act as a part of the actions of the supporters on the arena, and in the 
streets of Rome.61 Outside football they still correspond to meaning, that 
is, in the streets of Rome, and thus become both a language game and a 
thought-thing with plural reflections.  

When AS Roma was founded, the new team took the classical symbol 
of Rome, the she-wolf or the Lupa Capitolina, which according to legend 
fed the founders of Rome, Romulus and Remus. They also used the col-
ours of Rome, imperial purple and golden yellow. Rome used and still uses 
the same colours. By using these colours and insignia AS Roma thus in-
corporated in their own founding the myth of the founding of Rome. 
From the very beginning there was little difference between how the city 
expressed its identity and how the team did it. This can still be seen when 
walking through Rome. Official signs from the city (commune) are nearly 
inseparable from Roma stickers. One example is in Piazza del Rotonda, 
beside a sticker with the official shield of Rome in the same colours and 
with the letters S.P.Q.R, somebody has put up a sticker in imperial purple 
and golden yellow with just the word Roma. If you are part of the sup-
porter culture, you know it is about the team, but anyone outside it can 
just as easily assume it to denote the city of Rome. The use and connota-
tion of S.P.Q.R has also become interchangeable between the historical 
meaning, the commune, and AS Roma. As such, there has been a long-
drawn process by which they have become one, where the demarcation 
between different historical traces and their role in modern day Rome has 
been blurred.  

As has been shown, the wolf and its history has also become the core 
of the supporter movement around Roma, promoting the identity of being 
the keepers of the history and the city of Rome; something that has to be 
constantly upheld and defended through action, both physical and visual. 
The shield and the colours were also typical of the image-language popular 
among the fascists. However, within Roma they have remained unchanged 
until this day with small exceptions. This is worth remembering as to how 

                   
61 Wittgenstein. 1953.  
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the fascists’ use of symbols and colours merged into everyday life, yet and 
to a large extent, remained after the fall of the fascist state. To Roma this 
also means that one has to choose how to interpret his/her own history, 
and in an urban landscape, where traces from fascist Rome remains, this 
becomes even more difficult.   

The identity of the Romanista 
It has been speculated that one reason to form Roma was to gain control 
over the unruly working-class population. Though we do not know for 
sure about all the reasons to form the team, but right from the beginning, 
Roma was tremendously popular in the new working-class areas of the 
city. Rapid changes were taking place, with migration from the country-
side, and reorganisation of the urban areas where traditional family ties 
were becoming weaker – all these resulted in football turning into a node 
where new social ties were formed or connected.62 AS Roma and football 
thus became centers to organise these new social relations within the com-
munity. It is possible therefore, that being a movement within the new 
urban Rome and an important social node, it became the “thing” that held 
the community together.63 This could also explain part of the hard-headed 
resistance against modern football and all that it stands for. Roma became 
the center of the idea projecting an authentic Roman “gemeinschaft”, and 
thus globalisation and commodification threatened that ideal community. 

Italian football has always been infused with professionalism and capi-
tal investments from major industrialists. Even though the non-profes-
sional ethos of the middle class was strong in early Italian football, indus-
tries in Milan and Turin soon realized the possibility to build identity and 
invest in the teams.64 The division between capital, ownership, and the 
ordinary supporter has grown over time; especially in what has become 
“Calcio moderno”, or modern football. The last decades of the neo-liberal 
economy has disintegrated the club owners and boards from the support-
ers. Football has become a commodity through television, large scale cor-
porations, international capital, and globalisation.65 The idea of the local 

                   
62 For a comparative case of the role in British industrialisation, see: Holt 1989, 
164. 
63 Hannah Arendt 1998 (1958), 51f. 
64 Doidge 2015, 47f. 
65 Numerato 2015. 
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community that was built around the team, the unity that could be seen as 
an alternative in the modern industrial city seems far away from interna-
tional capital. This results in mutually contradictory feelings like opposite 
sides to the same coin though – the will to see the team succeed and the 
animosity towards the money that makes it possible. “Contro Il Calcio 
Moderno” (Against Modern Football) which can be seen on walls and 
stickers is a common subcultural position to hold among the ultras. To be 
fair though, these subcultures manage to congregate in football, sharing 
and working together with both capitalism in the form of club owners and 
the footballers who themselves have become commodities on a global 
market. Perforce, the ultras also have to act with the ordinarily mainstream 
supporters within what has become a mainstream popular culture market. 
In the early years when the teams lost their identities and became brands, 
Roma supporters worked on an international scale to stop what they saw 
as the worst atrocities of capitalism.66 The concrete problems that are be-
ing faced include the increased costs of watching football, loss of direct 
contact, loss of control regarding decisions concerning the team, and in-
creased surveillance and policing.  

It is forms of protest being performed in the stands, when for instance the 
ultras have boycotted the games, or in small stickers that can be seen around 
Rome in the colours of Roma, proclaiming “No Al Caro Prezzi, ASR” (No 
to Expensive Prices). The most important target in the streets and on the 
stands has been the American owner, James Pallotta representing all that is 
“evil” with Calcio modern.67 It can be seen in short sentences as in Via Annia, 
“Pallotta vattene”, “Pallotta verme”, “Pallotta Maiale”, all proclaiming their 
hatred towards the American owner and the modern football that he repre-
sents.68 These are all expressions of the opposition to the neo-liberal economy 
of modern football. The conflict of the very idea of the identity of Roma with 
modern football reflected in a sticker found all around Rome in autumn 2019, 
spelt out in layers of innuendo. It depicted the former Roma player Daniele 
de Rossi (DDR) raising his arms in victory surrounded by a ring of rye and 
the colours of Roma (Fig. 6).  

                   
66 <http://www.asromaultras.org/manifesto.html> (Retrieved 2020-11-07) 
67 James Pallotta sold Roma in August 2020. 
68 They are hard to translate but could be said to mean, Go away Pallotta, You 
worm Pallotta, You are a pig Pallotta.  
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It also had the abbreviation 
DDR forming a coat of arms al-
luding to the former East Ger-
man shield. Surrounding the coat 
of arms could be read “Yankee 
go home!” and “In Hoc Signo 
Vinces”, “In this sign thou shalt 
conquer”. De Rossi who had 
been with the club since he was 
16, was refused a new contract by 
the club’s owners, at the age of 
36. To the supporters this sig-
nalled the lack of understanding 
of authentic Roma and its values. 
De Rossi represented the hard 
working player with full loyalty 
to the club and a real Romani 
born in Rome. After the captain 
Francesco Totti had ended his 
active career two years earlier, he 
had become the remaining symbol of authenticity in a globalised sport 
ruled by capital.69 The reference to East Germany and the hate towards 
the American Pallotta, spells out the full extent of despise for modern 
football and the profit-based capitalist culture; also, just as important was 
the meaning of place, identity, and locality, symbolised by De Rossi.  

But just as is true for all traces left in public space, even the ones de-
noting a specific question within the club or highlighting parts of what 
builds the idea of an authentic identity, can be moulded to suit agency in 
society at large. The following example substantiates this. In Piazza Pitag-
ora and in Via Rafaele Stern there were other expressions with the same 
meaning voicing the hate towards the club president with versions of “Pal-
lotta, Roma Ti Schifa!”. This exclamation of how the whole city hates Pal-
lotta, was picked up by the right-wing popular politician Maurizio Gas-
parri; he used the ultras’ expression in an interview to describe the need 

                   
69 Francesco Totti, born in Rome started his career in Roma at 13 and ending it 
in 2017 at the age of 39. After his career he became a club director in Roma but 
ended it in a dispute with chairman Pallotta. See: https://www.theguard-
ian.com/football/2019/jun/17/francesco-totti-hits-out-at-roma-hierarchy-as-
he-leaves-club-after-30-years (Retrieved 2020-08-24).   

Fig. 6. ”DDR (Daniele de Rosso)”, Roma 
Sticker, Largo del Pallaro, (photograph by 
H. Widmark). 
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for Pallotta to leave Roma and Rome.70 Once again the language-play of 
the ultras had been brought into modern politics; in fact this time by a 
representative of Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, the party probably being 
the strongest advocate for a neo-liberal economy in Italy, and their leader 
who has often been portrayed as the prime mover towards modern foot-
ball in Italy.71 Thus, being a supporter is complex in modern Rome, and 
leaving traces on the walls are both strategies to power and traces being 
used in unwanted ways.     

There is huge support for the fight against the ugly side of commercial-
ism and modern football. The idea of an authentic calcio played only for 
the pride of the local place resonates through Italian football supporters 
at large. Even though everyone knows the economic rules of modern foot-
ball, it is a narrative that helps build a sense of community. This is one 
more reason why it will not be an ambitious statement to say that AS Roma 
is possibly the only thing that unites people from all parts of society in 
Rome. Roma can be understood as a culture superseding the economy and 
the club owners. It is part of the Romani identity. It is the thing that both 
holds the supporters together, yet keeps them apart just enough to be able 
to congregate together towards a common goal.72  

Identity of local place - Italian, but principally 
Roman identity 
The identity of supporters in Italy and the supporter culture are often 
framed through the image of the ultras. They are of course important to 
the way support is exercised in Rome. The ultras’ groups represent and 
express this common imaginary idea of an ideal Roma, even though they 
are deeply at odds politically, as described above. They are seen in the 
stands; their behaviour is spectacular, and they are surrounded by image-
ries of violence and dedication that are both compelling and easy to reduce 
into dichotomies. Lazio vs. Roma, love vs. hate, life vs. death, and so on 
and so forth. In actuality though, they are just one part of the wide range 
of supporters from different parts of society, organised in supporter clubs, 
or just coming together in the local café or in the stands. In Football Italiana, 

                   
70 Retrieved 2020-06-04 https://www.radioradio.it/2019/06/gasparri-pallotta-
lavori-in-corso/?cn-reloaded=1 
71 Doidge 2015, 27–32, Porro Russo2000, 348–371; Martin 2011, 209–213.  
72 Hannah Arendt1998 (1958), 52.  
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which is an in-depth study of Italian football, sociologist Mark Doidge 
writes about Italian supporter-ship and its relation to society, “Fans come 
from a range of backgrounds and bring a variety of views and ideas from 
their wider social milieu. Consequently, sport in general and football in 
particular, provide apposite vehicles to observe the minutiae of social life. 
In the mundane surroundings of the social spaces where fans congregate, 
it is possible to observe the wider dynamics taking place in society. In Italy, 
football provides […] a deeper understanding of society”.73  

In the post-war decades, football games has become the main reoccur-
ring public event in the major urban centers in Italy and an agent of civic 
identity.74 Even though it has seen a decline in public support during the 
last decade it is still a predominant notion to show one’s loyalty to a local 
club, whether one is interested in it or not. Football was also the path back 
to a national identity in Italy after the war. In the aftermath of the fascist 
rule, the Italians were less interested in the state and the national institu-
tions; the family and the local became the centers of life, as corruption and 
disbelief in the state became the common image of Italy and the Italians.75 
After the monarchy were abolished through a popular vote in 1946 and 
the new constitution of 1948 adopted, national institutions were rooted in 
the idea of avoiding fascism in the future. As many researchers have 
demonstrated, it was not until Italy won the world cup in soccer in 1982 
that Italy again found a national identity with pride.76 Today football is 
constructed by both the local and the national. It is part of Italy and its 
national success and traumas and it is also part of the everyday in each 
Italian city. Not the least in Rome, where it is often said that AS Roma 
primarily represents the inner areas and the working class settlements and 
the main rival, S. S. Lazio represents the affluent parts of the city and the 
outskirt areas.77 This division between the camps can be debated but it is 
part of the construction of identities surrounding Roma. To be a Roman-
ista is not to be a Laziale and vice versa. To be a Romanista is to be part 
of the history, the contemporaneity, and the future of both AS Roma and 
Rome. This is as obvious in the club’s Coat of Arms, as it is obvious in 
graffiti “Roma Sempre”, Roma or Rome forever, that can be seen when 
walking through Rome.  

                   
73 Doige. 2015, 181f.  
74 Guschwan 2007, 253f; Ginsborg 2001, 112f.   
75 Carter 2010, 220–237, 247–255.; Clark 1996.  
76 Foot 2016, 341–358; Simón García-Martí 2019, 955–957.  
77 Guschwan. 2007, 253. 
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The built Romanista identity  
A constituent part of AS Roma and the Romanisti is ‘place’. It is ‘place’ as 
enacted in graffiti, or congregations of supporters, and it is ‘place’ as fac-
tual materiality. It is a place to be defended through strategies of the club 
or tactics of the supporters. In the forefront of material place stands the 
city and the rioni di Roma, the neighbourhoods. The identity can also be 
depicted through buildings, and to the Roma the most important is the 
stadium. In the case of Roma it is necessary to look back once again at the 
fascist era to understand the role of the stadium and to understand the 
traces as they exist today.  

Stadio Testaccio where AS Roma played their home games from 1929 to 
1940 denotes the historical base of the team. As is often true among sup-
porters, the first, or the first stadium of importance comes into being as part 
of the grand narrative of the team. The idea of a home ground where eve-
rything started, where football and the stadium continued to be the center 
of the community, is an important narrative among supporters. Among the 
Romanistas, Testaccio has all the constituents of the ideal paradise. It was 
an urban location in a rione (Italian neighbourhood) with bars and restau-
rants where the Romani could spend their free time. It was a Roman com-
munity with markets and working class dwellings. The stadio is also said to 
have had an architecture enhancing the congregation of the supporters 
where it was possible to watch the game from the outside even if the sta-
dium tickets were sold out. This is a narrative established from the years of 
the existence of the stadium until today, among the supporters “in a web of 
human relationships” to cite Arendt.78 Walking in 2019, in the area where 
the stadium used to be, you could see graffiti from different Roma Ultras 
groups. You could also see traces of a battle going on, where Lazio support-
ers have fought with graffiti and bombed the houses in the site with posters 
of the Lazio-martyr Gabriele Sandri and the text “Gabriele vive”. Gabriele 
Sandri was a Lazio supporter who was shot by a policeman in 2007 when 
he was on his way to a game. Since his death, Gabriele has become a martyr 
and a symbol of the Lazio ultras. His death raised both the problems of 
police violence and supporter violence in Italian football. It caused massive 
riots in connection with football matches all over Italy and especially in 
Rome. Riots and attacks on the police headquarters went on for days after 
the murder.79 The death of Sandri became a uniting tragedy among Italian 

                   
78 Arendt 1958, 184. 
79 Testa Armstrong 2010, 230; Dyal 2012. 77.   
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ultras, and it even resulted in one of the very few times where Roma and 
Lazio supporters could unite to express their hatred towards the police and 
a corrupt legal system.80 The death of Gabriele Sandri led to a public debate 
and critique of how the police handled supporters, and the need to hold the 
policeman who had shot Gabriele, accountable for what many thought to 
be a violent crime. Even the mayor of Rome took active part, especially 
coming out in support of Sandri’s family, and engaging in the debate on 
violence in society and football.81 Sandri became, for a moment, a unifying 
symbol in Rome and showed how politics and football are inseparable in 
Italy. The graffiti “Gabriele vive” and the image of him can still be seen all 
over Rome as a reminder of both the fight between the ultras and the police 
on the one hand, and the common notion of the corruption within the Ital-
ian police and the courts, on the other (Fig. 7). 

 
Fig. 7. ”Gabriele Vive! ACAB”, Lazio Graffiti, Viale dei Giusti della Farnesina  

(photograph by H. Widmark). 

When the posters were put up in the vicinity of the Testaccio, they could 
have had myriad possible meanings. They became an art-like thought-
thing, with a language game hidden within them. Gabriele is forever a part, 
and even a saint or patron of the Lazio stands, and thus by putting his 
image in a historic Roma site Lazio supporters were intervening in Roma 
space. Gabriele became an insult and a tactical manoeuvre. Still, his image 
could also be thought of, but by no means was, a united stand against the 

                   
80 Guschwan 2014, 893; Testa 2009, 55f.  
81 Unknown. “ Sandri, fu omicidio volontario Spaccarotella condannato a 9 anni 
e 4 mesi”, La Republica 1/12 2010, 
https://firenze.repubblica.it/cronaca/2010/12/01/news/sandri_processo_d_a
ppello_oggi_la_sentenza-9714776/ 
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police. There is a complexity in the sentence “Gabriele vive”. It is possibly 
the strongest identification of Lazio ultras today, and it was once a symbol 
of ultras-unity in Italy. It demonstrates how both language and images are 
part of the language-game bearing different meanings in different contexts 
and it is also a territorial tactic among supporters in urban spaces with 
different agency depending on where it is written. Thus, bombing the 
space of Stadio Testaccio, the sacred site of Roma, with his image and the 
sentence was a hostile tactic with numerous layers, understood differently 
according to who was looking at it. “Language is a labyrinth of paths. You 
approach from one side and know your way about; you approach the same 
place from another side and no longer know your way about”.82 What the 
supporters are doing, is that they are playing out their language, to be part 
of a different language game according to from where one is looking. The 
importance of place and architecture as a trace and memory also becomes 
obvious in the shadow of Gabriele. Today there is no stadium in the site 
where Stadio Testaccio once used to be. Both Lazio and Roma inhabit 
Stadio Olimpico as their home ground, a place connoted with layers be-
yond the hostilities between the two teams.      

Stadio Olimpico has been the home ground of AS Roma since 1953. 
The stadium was built as part of the Foro Mussolini in 1927, a celebration 
to fascist ideals of masculinity, sports, strength and the new man. The 
Foro grew from being a place for sports to become the largest celebration 
of fascist Rome built during Mussolini.83 In 1937, when its second phase 
was inaugurated, an 18-meter-high obelisk with the inscription Mussolini 
Dux was placed in the center of Foro Mussolini, which still exists today84 
(Fig. 8).The Foro and its adjoining buildings, parks and stadiums are full 
of symbols and icons of the Mussolini era.  

                   
82 Wittgenstein 1953. §203 (p. 88). 
83 Carter Simon 2017, 341–43. 
84 Mussolini Dux could be translated as The Leader Mussolini, but it also refers 
to the title held by military leaders especially Caesar during war in antiquity. 
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One can especially see Piazzale 
dell’Impero, with its fascist mosaics, 
now within the grounds of Stadio 
Olimpico. When Roma started play-
ing in the renamed stadium, a major 
part of the art and symbols remained, 
and has so indeed, until this day. The 
Foro Mussolini, now called Foro Ital-
ico, is in itself one of the largest re-
maining traces, or dissonant heritages 
from the fascist era in Rome.85 A rea-
son for its survival was the American 
military use of the area right after the 
war. They chose not to comment or 
make changes to the visual language 
of the place. In the decades that fol-
lowed, and since the American troops 
left, there have been very few changes 
and no comments have been made or 

counter monuments have been erected in the Foro or its adjacent sport 
facilities.86 On ground, it has left what is today a complicated mix of foot-
ball, present and historic politics, and the management of a legacy in art 
and architecture seldom contested.87  

The legacy of fascism in Italy is debatable. It has been discussed in the 
context of the politics of neo-fascism and right wing movements in the 
last decades of the 20th century.88 There has also been an extensive, but 
selective discussion of the buildings of fascism. During the fascist reign 
from 1925 to 1943, enormous efforts were laid on a national building pro-
gram, including housing, post offices, railway stations, official sets of na-
tional and local governments, and not the least, sporting facilities.89 In a 

                   
85 Terms used in connection to problematic heritage are both dissonant, intro-
duced by Turnbidge Ashworth 1996, 21; difficult heritage in Macdonald 2009, 1 
and Carter, Martin 2019, 117. The difference lies in that dissonant does not need 
to be difficult but its meaning and use is contested. I also use the terms con-
tested and problematic.  
86 Carter Martin. 2017, 345–347.  
87 There was an uproar in the Italian press when it was suggested that Mussolini 
Dux should be removed, See: Malone 2017, 465. 
88 Cammelli2018.  
89 Terry 2005, 67–142. 

Fig. 8. Obelisco dei Foro Italico 
(photograph by H. Widmark). 
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speech on the urban building program of the fascists in 1924, Mussolini 
declared that it should be “necessità e grandezza”, necessary and grand.90 
This can be understood as the cornerstone of fascist urbanism; the neces-
sity of the communal needs and the grandeur of official buildings and 
monuments. In Stadio Olimpico both these parts of Mussolini’s fascist 
urbanism come together.   

Fascist era buildings still remain intact to a large extent and have traces 
of fascist insignias, fascist date inscriptions, and art. There are small but 
frequent traces of fascism depicting fasces, eagles, S.P.Q.R., the Lupa Cap-
itolina. Even the inscriptions of dates of Era Fascista remains. The time 
used in fascist Italy, started with year one in 1922 with Mussolini becoming 
Prime minister. Just as an example, if you walk down the stairs at Piazza 
Thorvaldsen and look at the pillar you may notice behind the weed a fas-
ces, the inscription SPQR XVI E.F. They are nearly invisible but they are 
there. The inscription signifies that the stairs were constructed in the new 
Roman Empire (SPQR) in year 16 (1938) of Era Fascista. These traces left 
behind have let the unannotated symbols of fascism become a common-
place backdrop of contemporary Rome. The traces have often been re-
stored without comment or a critical approach, unlike what has often been 
the case in Germany for instance.91 There is nearly no ongoing debate in 
Italy today on their fascist art and built heritage.92 It is of course a distinct 
possibility that the lack of interest in the political manifestations of Foro 
Mussolini/Italico and the small fascist traces in the urban landscape, de-
picts their impotence as political symbols. Although, this in itself also 
means leaving them open to future re-negotiations and use. Seeing them 
in the context of the Roma supporters makes it further problematic. It is 
history that becomes interwoven into sports as well, and in combination 
with the spectacular fascist use of art and architecture in Foro Mussolini 
to serve their political ideas, and once again the traces of supporters be-
come political.   

It thus makes sense before entering the stadium to take a walk to Stadio 
Olimpico to grasp the plurality of public life, and to see the complex in-
terweaving of supporter culture and the traces of fascism. If you walk or 
come by tram from the city center to a Roma game, you will probably walk 
through Quartiere i Flamino up to the park Giardini Viale Pinturicchio. 
The area close to Stadio Olimpico is short of bars and restaurants. Many 
                   
90 Spiegel 2011, 44 
91 A ground breaking study of the German example is Rosenfeldt 2000. 
92 Carter Martin. 2020; Malsby2014), 31–34.  
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supporters chose instead to meet on the match day, and to underline the 
supporters’ appropriation of the park as a meeting place of Roma, in the 
park full of graffiti. The ultras and their different groups have their names 
scribbled as “Fedayn” and “Ultras Roma” and iconic words as “ACAB”, 
“AS ROMA ACAB” painted on the walls and seating places in the park. 
You can also see traces of the battle with Lazio supporters in the park as 
small interventions. When Lazio, which also plays its home games at 
Olimpico, congregates before fixtures it instead meets in Viale del Minis-
tero Degli Affari. Today it is a closed parking lot enclosed by buildings 
and a semi-park landscape. The place is full of graffiti such as “Zona La-
zio”, “Lazio Ultras” “ACAB” and the many-layered devout martyr’s 
prayer and call for action “Gabbo Vive” and “Gabriele Vive”. It is also 
full of sentences of hate for Romanistas, and the policeman who killed 
Gabriele Sandri. Just as in the park of the Romanistas, there are traces of 
the ongoing fight between the supporters of the teams.  

In the gathering places of both the Roma and the Lazio, one can notice 
that on the walls there are swastikas and Celtic crosses painted side by side 
and on other pre-existing graffiti as well, primarily on “Lazio ultras” and 
”Ultras Roma”. Both these neo-fascist symbols are commonly used in It-
aly by the far right. It is hard to tell whether the symbols are part of the 
ongoing overwriting fight between the supporters or are used politically 
from their own camps; albeit, the symbols can be found in connection 
with the graffiti from both Lazio and Roma Ultras throughout Rome. See-
ing the symbols with the backdrop of the fascist architecture and fascist 
urban planning in relation to Stadio Olimpico, makes the case of the con-
tested heritage of the Mussolini era further problematic.        

Coming back to the walk towards Stadio Olimpico on match day, when 
leaving the park and walking towards the stadium and the bridge Ponte 
Duca D`Acosta, one can find vendors of both the official and pirated cop-
ies of the Roma merchandise. Both are signs of a neo-liberal globalised 
market where team merchandise is central to the economy of the team, 
and to the illegal vendors. The multinational franchise Roma and the econ-
omy of illegal immigrants meet in the spaces of commerce. They are two 
sides of the economy of modern-day Rome reliant on a commodified city 
and a tourist economy.93 They are also pieces in the complex public sphere 

                   
93 It has been an ongoing fight from the authorities to manage the illegal econ-
omy. At the same time it is an effect of the neo-liberal economy that has trans-
ferred AS Roma from the local team to an international brand. On the econ-
omy, see: Clough Marinaro 2019, 1–7.      
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through which the traces of the Romanistas can be understood. These in-
clude everyday Rome, a neo-liberal economy, and right-wing politics to 
name a few, fettered in both Roman history and its contemporaneity now. 
This becomes even more obvious when one enters the bridge towards the 
stadium, and in the center of one’s vision falls the enormous Mussolini-
obelisk. On the overbearing bridge, commemorating the First World War 
and built as an entrance to Foro Mussolini, the lampposts, war-reliefs, and 
railings have been bombed by the supporters with stickers.94 In some of 
the Roma stickers the conflict, or lack of conflict dealing with a difficult 
fascist past becomes visible. Looking towards the Mussolini-obelisk there 
is a sticker with the image of the Lupa Capitolina and the text “1927 Fans 
nel solco della Tradizione”, referring to the supporters of Roma living in 
the wake of tradition. In his dissertation on Roma Ultras, anthropologist 
Mark Dyal discusses how they convey the history of Rome and the history 
of AS Roma as one. Dyal describes the ultras as an exaggerated form of 
local pride, where they are part of the grand history of Rome.95 They also 
identify with the symbols of fascism as part of the history of Rome. They 
saw themselves as “… heirs of an emperor, or children of the Lupa [Cap-
itolina]”.96 There exists an obvious blur of history when fascist symbols 
alluded to are the same as the ones used by the Romans historically, further 
highlighting how both the Commune and the tourist industry uses them 
today. But in the case of Roma there are both the connections of the fac-
tual history and the right wing support of today. Thus the prevalent diffi-
cult heritages of fascism and the small stickers become parts of how his-
tory and forgetting get interwoven without being contested. This is both 
due to the constant traces of the supporters and their view on pride, local-
ism and history, and the lack of a deeper discussion of remaining fascist 
heritage and traces in Rome. The walk towards the stadium on match day 
is primarily a positive experience of community and support and still there 
are traces of a difficult history. It is a complex field containing history, 
everyday experiences, politics, and small and big material traces. It does to 
a certain degree contain a particular “stimmung” or attunement containing 
all these parts that interweave both Rome and Roma.97 Thus they are also 
part of what creates a collective experience, a sense of community that 

                   
94 The City does its best to keep it clean but new stickers and graffiti comes up 
every week.  
95 Dyal. 2011, 274 ff.  
96 Dyal. 2011, 282.  
97 On Arendts use of Attunement and Stimmung, see: Sjöholm 2015, 100–103. 
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puts the supporters “in concert” both on the terraces and in the streets.98 
It is a field that needs further research and understanding.            

As we have observed above, passing the Mussolini obelisk you enter 
Stadio Olimpico that bears different meanings and possible connotations. 
And yet, as has been mentioned before, it is within the stadium’s realm 
that the primary place for support of the team exists. It is a temple and a 
place of congregation. It may not be without politics but primarily, it is the 
place of Romanistas coming together as one.99  

The practice of chanting, singing, lighting flares, waving flags, and or-
ganising coordinated visual displays in the stands is of great significance 
to the culture of football and to the games in themselves. It can be viewed 
as cultural performances where supporters come together “in concert” 
and create displays that comment on football and in a reflexive way com-
ment on contemporary ideas of society.100 Even if we do not name it as 
art or culture, it is a performance that is part of constructing the Italy and 
Rome of today. This should not be understated in any way; it is also a 
culture that becomes part of people’s lives, leave traces in graffiti and stick-
ers and thus is ever present outside the stadium. The events within the 
stands of the stadium spill out, from the arena, onto the streets through 
peoples’ values and are visualised using stickers, graffiti, and banners. The 
stadium is as a territory, strong. It is constructed and upheld through both 
architecture and the performances. At the same time there is a strong 
boundary between urban space and the stadium. Through the tactics of 
the supporters urban space cannot be separated from what happens within 
the stands.  

Football as a cultural practice in Italian society could be understood as 
cultural flows that move from the stadium to the streets, into popular cul-
ture, the everyday, and back again into the stands. As we have seen, they 
leave traces that reproduce the cultures. One of the major features of per-
formative participation in the stands is the art of singing. It is a sensatory 
experience participating in singing, in the colour field of the curva and 
stadium. The songs play an important role in creating a community with 
their own identity.101 It is also a part of a network of social activities, pop-
ular songs, and popular culture that both the supporters and the corporate 

                   
98 Arendt 1970, 44; Arendt 1998 (1958), 179, 198, 244; Sjöholm 2014, 100.  
99 And Laziales on their matchday of course. See: Testa Armstrong 2008, 476–
478.    
100 On supporter activities as cultural performances, see: Guschwan. 2007, 251f. 
101 Dyal. 2011. Passim, Schoonderwoerd 2011, 120–141.    
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management of the clubs try to benefit from. As noticed earlier, supporter 
movements strive to be autonomous towards the managements, and es-
pecially towards the capitalist logic of modern football. Songs, just as all 
forms of participatory expressions on the stands, become a contested field 
where there is a need for negotiation between the supporters and the team. 
The most violent and offensive performances and songs are suppressed 
by the team managements through regulations, monitoring, and policing. 
Others are used for selling in the game in different forms. The supporters 
have to negotiate between being part of a commodity and working against 
a modern commodified football. Cultural studies researcher, Francesco 
Ricatti describes how songs are seen as being the medium that help to 
recreate the feeling of being part of the game in the stadium. “It is also 
important to remember that supporters do not congregate only inside the 
stadium; they also congregate in trains and buses when following their 
teams, and in civic spaces when celebrating victories, attending funerals of 
football heroes, or protesting against alleged torts”.102 The songs leave the 
stadium and become part of the urban landscape.  

If we focus on one of the prime songs of the Roma supporters “Non 
smetterò mai di lottar” (I will never stop fighting), we can easily under-
stand that it is sung in Curva sud and the text refers to how they will never 
stop fighting for the Roma jersey and how they are part of the historic 
traditions of the Roman inhabitants defending their city. In the vicinity of 
Piazza Eugenio de Biffi in the center of the suburb Garbatella, as de-
scribed later, a neighbourhood known for its alliance with AS Roma, the 
initial words of the songs are written on the wall and a cartoon of a Roman 
legionary in Roma colours is painted next to it. Thus, parts of the core of 
the chant have moved into public space. When the Romanistas see it, it 
will serve to evoke the memory of the singing, the unity, and the team. At 
the same time it connects both the neighbourhood and the Roma with the 
historic tradition of the city and the necessity of defending it. The sup-
porters and the inhabitants and Rome as a historical unity, are traceable 
through the graffiti. It holds the traditional violent or aggressive expres-
sions of the supporters as well; although the hostility is both dismantled 
and at the same time evoked through the cartoon. In other words “Non 
smetterò mai di lottar” holds the logic of how different expressions and 
performances of the Curva are in a constant flux. From the matches, to 

                   
102 Ricatti 2016, 38. 
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the buses, to the walls of Rome, and how it plays on history and the pre-
sent to fight for your team and your city. It also shows how songs and 
graffiti work as thought-things that can renegotiate both the meaning of 
the words and the symbols and values of the city. In the traces, one can 
visualise Rome as both a modern city and a space where local autonomous 
communities work and compete.  

In the urban fabric 
In any case that sort of experience is endless in this city; for wherever we 
walk, we place our footprint in some history.103 

Cicero, De finibus, 45 BC 

When walking back to the center of Rome and Via dei Chiavari and the 
Roma Ultras graffiti, it is possible to scrutinise it with the hindsight of 
football in Italy, ultras’ subculture and the history of Roma. The traces of 
the Romanistas are understood as an art-like intervention that have be-
come a thought-thing with their own agency. In other words, the graffiti 
constructs a space of memory and a call for action. A few steps down the 
street there is a “Madonelle”, a shrine on the wall for the Virgin Mary.104 
These shrines are believed to have a long tradition of watching over the 
street walkers of Rome. It could be traced to the ancient Lares, a deity and 
shrine placed at the crossroads of Rome. As such it holds a more perma-
nent space, as well as connects both an urban and religious narrative in the 
urban landscape of Rome. The shrine constructs, along with the churches, 
other Madonelles, religious statues, veneration sites, chapels, and pilgrim 
routes, a religious mapping of Rome holding it together as the ‘Holy City’. 
It is a part of the heritage of Rome but the lit candles and flowers at the 
shrines also show its agency and make it a part of the present – just as 
”Ultras Roma” is. Thus, both these traces, the Madonelle and the graffiti, 
are part of what make up Rome, and as entities they are constructing nar-
rative and community in the city. “Ultras Roma” may be more ephemeral 
than the shrine but it constructs a subcultural, political, and football map-
ping of Rome that organises with other graffiti, with stickers, arenas, foot-
ball bars, commercial sports shops, and supporter shops of the teams – 
the complex field of modern Italy and modern Rome. ”Ultras Roma”, as 

                   
103 Cited in: O’Sullivan 2011, 104.  
104 Fiori 1995. 
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graffiti and through its connotations, thus stands in the gap between his-
tory and the future. It links to the Roman world with the age-old tradition 
of graffiti as a comment of the everyday and a political act, at the same 
time as it comments on the now and the hope for the future. It is both an 
art of memory and an active participation of the politics of the everyday. 
The traces of the Roma supporters and the traces of Christians in the 
streets form the space that can be pinned down in “the past is not dead. 
It is not even past yet”. These small traces of the past are parts of how 
society forms. They are images of memory and political actors at the same 
time. 

As has been in the forefront, walking as a method, brings these traces 
into sight. In antiquity walking was seen as “…a connection between the 
movement of the body and the accumulation of knowledge”.105 This has 
defined the possibilities to build ideology and systems of belief. Though, 
the plurality of public space seldom lets one interpretation to remain pre-
dominant. Other voices also compete in the eye of the walker, and whether 
they are the remains of fascist Italy or modern-day ultras, they activate 
different memories and actions. Walls, signs, and lampposts act and are 
part of the larger political landscape. It is to be noted that walks also con-
nect to both a historic and a spatial place constantly changing in its exten-
sion, which enables us to further understand the complexities of the urban 
public space.106  

Leaving Via dei Chiavari and rione Parione in the center of Rome, to 
cross the Tiber to Rione Borgo, it is possible to walk up to the majestic 
Via Della Conciliazione, leading up to St Peter’s Basilica. Walking down 
the street with its idiosyncratic axiality, its width, its 28 obelisks that also 
serves as lampposts, and its grand architecture, is a performative initiation 
to Piazza San Pietro. It seems to be a natural extension of the piazza and 
elevates a “stimmung” of the Catholic Church and the Vatican State, alt-
hough it has more ideological layers and traces. The street has a long his-
tory as an idea but it has a short materialised history beginning with the 
years of fascism.107 This is not obvious at first sight, without understanding 
the complex styles of the fascist period architecture and the politics of it 
coming into being.108  

                   
105 O`Sullivan. 2011. 98.  
106 Widmark 2016; Massey 1993, 57–69. 
107 On its planning history, see: Bosworth 2011, 54; Kirk2014, 756–762.; Kitao 
1974, 64–66. 
108 See for instance: Terry 2005. 67–141; De Guttry 2001, 46f.  
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In 1929, the Fascist state and the Vatican signed an agreement that has 
come to be known as the Lateran pact. The pact declared Roman Cathol-
icism as the state religion in Italy, and the church promised support for 
the regime’s social programs. It also drew out the physical demarcations 
of the Vatican and the city of Rome. It was an agreement that defined the 
new relationship between the church and the civic state of Italy and Rome. 
Via Della Conciliazione, as we see it today, is a direct result of the pact and 
is also the built seal of the pact between the secular state and the Catholic 
Church. In its magnificence, it forms a procession space where the unity 
is played out in every step. Just as well it could be said that the Via Della 
Conciliazione is a built trace of the church’s quiet acquiescence to the 
atrocities of the fascist state, or its acceptance thereof. Looking at the his-
tory of its construction makes this even clearer.   

In Mussolini’s speech “La Nuova Roma” in 1925, mandating the Gov-
ernatore (Mayor) of Rome, he lay forth a vision for a future Rome built 
on its grand history in the present. The rhetoric he built up, set forth where 
the first empire of Augustus was to re-emerge and let the “…centuries of 
decadence disappear”.109 In order for his vision to succeed, major inter-
ventions were to clear the city of all material layers that through the years 
had covered the ancient Roman monuments; a “Third Rome” would ap-
pear with all the splendour of the imperial Roman capital. In his speech 
he also stated that “You will also free the majestic temples of Christian 
Rome from the parasitic and profane contractions”.110 With the Lateran 
pact, “la Conciliazone” in place was the natural place to start clearing the 
view of St Peter´s from the city.  

In between the newly restored Castello d Angelo by the Tiber and St 
Peter’s plaza lay the La Spina - a settlement consisting of both low-quality 
housing, churches, squares restaurants, and all that can be expected of 
neighbourhood urban life. With its narrow alleys and compact building 
structure it had its origins in the middle ages. To create a visual and factual 
link between the city and St Peter’s, and a symbolic seal between the fascist 
state and the church, La Spina had to go. The complete destruction of La 
Spina took less than a year. The project became the “…creation of a me-
morial space of Fascist universalism” with the symbolical integration of 

                   
109 Mussolini’s ”La Roma Nuova” cited in Kirk. 2014, 763.    
110 Ibid. The two predecessors of this universalistic claim were the Roman Em-
pire and the Catholic Church, see: Kallis 2012, 58 
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“The second Rome”, the church, 
into the fascist Third Rome.111 
729 buildings were demolished 
and nearly 5000 inhabitants of 
the densely populated area were 
relocated to newly built areas 
outside the city center.112 In ac-
cordance with the symbolic and 
ritual space realised through Via 
dei Conciliazone, no new resi-
dential building were built, and 
thus the area completely changed 
both its social and material struc-
ture. La Spina and Borgo had also 
been a center for football among 
inner-city working-class Rome, 
and the club Fortitudo-Pro 
Roma S. G. S., one of the found-
ing teams of Roma in 1927, had 
its roots there.  

In 1926, Fortitudio had merged to become Società Fascista Fortitudo 
Pro Roma and as such it became the base of the new team, AS Roma. The 
club shield was based on Fortitudo’s fascist shield, and a majority of the 
players in the first team came from the Borgo club. When the clearance of 
Borgo was complete and all inhabitants had been evicted, the supporters 
of the new AS Roma had also been moved to the new suburbs and into 
the temporary replacement buildings in neighbourhoods such as Gar-
batella. Walking down the Via dei Conciliazone today, it is hard to see the 
traces of its fascist history, but at the street corner of the intersection of 
Via San Pio X and Via dei Conciliazone, there are traces of the importance 
of the street and its creators. Looking up, the Lupa Capitolina can be 
found with the year of completion of the building mentioned, and three 
empty holders for the fascist national symbol and the inscription of a his-
torical right to power in the bundles, earlier mentioned as the fasces113  
(Fig. 9). The traces from fascist Italy can also be understood as a way of 
comprehending public space in Via dei Conciliazone. 
                   
111 Kallis 2011, 136. 
112 Taylor, Wentworth, Kostof 2016, 333. 
113 On the Fasces, see: Falasca-Zamponi 1997, 95–99. 

Fig. 9. Lupa Capitolina, Via del Concilia-
zione (photograph by H. Widmark). 
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Through the lost fasces and the Lupa Capitolina, there is a possibility 
to understand how the former La Spina became a ceremonial space and 
thus left out everyday life, while also opening it up for the contemporary 
tourist economy connected to St Peter’s Basilica. The street leaves few 
traces of everyday life, and the stickers and graffiti from Roma supporters 
are absent. The few football related stickers are from Swedish, German, 
Russian, and Bulgarian teams. As traces, they tell the story of the public 
space lost to the hordes of tourists passing by, where local teams and an 
ongoing discussion on Italian football and politics of Rome are absent. 
The demolition and reconstruction cleared the space close to the Vatican 
from the life of the inhabitants of Rome and, as mentioned, the local Ro-
manistas. This re-order of public space blurred both the history and eve-
ryday life and created a space suitable for enhancing the magnificence of 
St Peter’s and at the same time, creating an ideal empty space for a modern 
tourist economy. It is a place where to quote Heidegger, “Das Licht der 
öffentlichkeit verdunkelt alles”.114 To leave Via dei Conciliazone’s ceremo-
nial non-place and to find the Romanistas and what has become of the 

inhabitants of La Spina, we 
must move to where they 
were relocated, to the out-
skirts of Rome.  

 

Tracing Garbatella  
There is an old café without 
any signs, in the Piazza 
Michele da Carbonara in the 
suburb of Garbatella. If you 
just walk by you might think 
it is closed but if you stop 
you will soon notice how 
people come and leave. It is 
a small café that frames a 
community point or a public 
space in Garbatella. Many 

                   
114 Cited in Arendt1968, IX. Transl. “The light of the public obscures every-
thing”. 

Fig. 10. Café in Piazza Michele da Carbonara 
(photograph by H. Widmark). 
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years ago, somebody painted the street facade in the colours of Roma, 
imperial purple and gold yellow. Years later the colours have faded and 
the café seems to be frequented only by a few elderly who meet at the 
place primarily to chat with each other for a while. They have no sign on 
the door and everything about the café is low key; although they do have 
their colours, and on the shutters of the window and facade beside the 
shop somebody has sprayed “Roma Sempre” (Fig. 10). Roma forever. The 
tags and graffiti could be traces of an area or just the café in degeneration, 
but it is just as well a trace of the history, connecting Garbatella to AS 
Roma. The two words form the notion that the team has been there for-
ever and will last for eternity. As we have seen, it is an important idea 
around Roma and football support that you belong to an eternal history, 
and whether that eternity began in 1927, or with the birth of Rome itself, 
is of lesser importance. The notion of history enmeshed with the life of 
the Romanistas seems to have left traces everywhere, when walking 
through Garbatella. Just around the corner from “Roma semepere”, 
somebody has sprayed another historical reminisce, “Campione 2001”; 
one of the few times Roma became champion. And it is a year which is of 
historical importance for all the inhabitants of Rome. On other walls sup-
porters have painted the ‘Wolf’ symbolising Roma, and somebody has 
sprayed “Lazio Merda!”. Wherever you go you see traces of AS Roma, and 
you see a history, in the faded colours, in the presence of traces sprayed 
and painted through the years, through flags and symbols. As is evident 
from the description above, we can find these traces all over Rome, but 
when walking the streets in Garbatella, the traces are more condensed and 
ever present. AS Roma and its supporters are part of what creates the cit-
yscape in Garbatella today, and it was to Garbatella and similar suburbs 
that the people of La Spina in Borgio were relocated. “Roma Sempere” is 
not just a comment on what team you support, it is a part of what holds 
Rome’s modern history together, it is a narrative in the graffiti, in the stick-
ers, and in the flags of Roma, that creates appearances and agencies instru-
mental in changing Rome and Garbatella.115    

The Garden suburb of Garbatella was initially built as a social project 
meant to solve the housing crisis in the early 20th century. In the urban 
planning under fascism, what had been a socialist liberal community plan-
ning was converted to a fascist planning model to fit the needs for mass 
housing in Rome and creating housing for the resettled. The early radical 

                   
115 On Narrative and appearance, see: Sjöholm. 2015, 56. 
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design before fascist Rome was influenced by the British ideal city plan-
ning connecting to the palimpsest reality of Rome, where layer upon layer 
formed the city. In Garbatella the fragments of Rome’s architectural and 
housing history became new picturesque dwellings. In a sense, history was 
visually written into the new suburb in sublime architectural references, in 
materials, and in colour schemes. In this scheme, initial planning during 
the late 1920s added new parts of low-cost housing that took their form 
from both what was built before in Garbatella, as well as brought in new 
traces of Italian architectural history.116  

During the years of the fascist regime, Garbatella became one of the 
suburbs which underwent massive development to host the large home-
less populations evicted from central Rome. The clearances left huge num-
ber of people homeless, and social housing was initially intended to deal 
with the housing problem, as well as disallow scattered and spontaneous 
settlements.117 The Palimpsest architectural style of the area as well as a 
known aversion to the modernist style in Rome, gave the architect Inno-
cenzo Sabbatini, an opportunity to design “Albergo Rosso” - a large apart-
ment house building planned to house a large population awaiting more 
permanent solutions of living. In its design, the building complex Albergo 
Rosso is, with its classical architectural elements combined with a rational 
modern architecture, a trace or a comment on the parts of Rome which 
were cleared and refurbished. In the Albergo Rosso and in its vicinities all 
the services needed such as post offices, shops, bars, chapels, and police 
institutions were also constructed. Thus, it became an alternative, a new 
Rome for those who were evicted. The ‘Garden Suburb’ of Garbatella be-
came a center of everyday Roman life, and when the clubs such as Forti-
tudio no longer existed, AS Roma found its home in the suburb. The writ-
ing of “Roma sempere” thus can be seen as the thought-object from which 
it is possible to meditate the urban history and the right to the city for the 
ones rehoused there in the 1930s and those living there today. Of course, 
to others “Roma Semepere” is just another littering of public space, a dis-
turbance in a scenic neighbourhood that could both house the tourist in-
dustry of Rome and be privatised and sold for profit on a growing housing 
market.118 If so, Garbatella’s public status and the writings on the walls will 
no longer have a place in Garbatella.  

                   
116 Kallis 2020.  
117 Kallis 2020, 610; Kallis 2017, 283f.  
118 Widmark 2021, in this volume.   
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Concluding remarks 
“The common world is what we enter when we are born and what we 
leave behind when we die. It transcends our lifespan into past and future 
alike; it was there before we came and will outlast our brief sojourn in it. 
It is what we have in common not only with those who live with us, but 
also with those who were here before and those who will come after us”.119  

The urban fabric is full of traces. Traces that go back and forth in his-
tory. Some of them are intelligible while others remain impossible to com-
prehend or are not even noticed. In this article I have primarily discussed 
and scrutinised traces of football and its supporters in contemporary 
Rome. Whether they are old or new does not matter, they merge into parts 
of contemporaneity, like the dating and fasces on walls and pillars from 
the fascist reign. Even more inconspicuous are the AS Roma colours and 
symbol, used in contemporary stickers but also with traces back in time. 
They are part of an inheritance filled with new meaning. Still, to some 
extent they hold a dissonant heritage. An inheritance that needs to be ad-
dressed. By understanding how symbols and colours have moved and 
been re-appropriated and given new meaning, it also gives meaning to ur-
ban Rome, to see how the imperial colours are used and reused, how the 
Lupa Capitolina can represent Rome and AS Roma as the mother and 
breather of the community of the Romanistas and the Romani. However, 
it is also of importance to address other fascist traces that have never been 
appropriated, but have just faded, yet never completely gone away. If the 
Roma symbols and colours are heritage with dissonances, the fascist traces 
are dissonant heritages defined as consisting of different opinions and dis-
agreement of meaning of how the past should be interpreted.120 The dis-
sonant heritage has to be discussed and seen as a place of conflict even 
when it is not spoken out aloud.  

To understand the role of supporter graffiti in this context of traces 
holding inheritances and becoming heritages, it is necessary to reflect on 
the idea of Wittgenstein’s language-play and to further explore how they 
are part of an ongoing performative act between supporters where words 
such as “amore” or “ultras” are given a specific active meaning in the foot-
ball community. At the same time, when appearing in public space they 
are interpreted anew, maybe as littering or as another form of spatial love 
for Rome. Going back to Paulo Sorrentino’s Il Divo and the language-play 

                   
119 Arendt 1998 (1958), 55.  
120 Ashworth Turnbridge 1996, 27.   
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on the wall, it places the image of political graffiti in historical times, and 
at the same time, it gives meaning as a language-play in Italian political 
graffiti of the First republic. It also connects the traces of ultras and sup-
porter graffiti of today. Words become images, seen when walking the 
streets of Rome, and are assigned different meanings for different groups. 
It is part of everyday Rome, adding meaning to it beyond football.   

It should also be noticed that to a large extent the most common ele-
ment of the language of stickers and graffiti, and the traces of fascism is 
that they all rely on prejudices. As Hannah Arendt remarks, prejudices 
have a double notion. They are part of the process of building and keeping 
communities together. Nearly all social communities rely on prejudices to 
hold them together and keep out those unwanted. 121 Though it should be 
noted that “the danger of prejudice lies in the very fact that it is always 
anchored in the past”. This means that it also blocks the possibility to 
experience the present. However, the traces of the urban landscape are 
not just prejudices, they are also a part of the gap between past and the 
future.  

In the opening scene of Federico Fellini’s film Satyricon, the protagonist 
stands in an angry mood in front of a wall in ancient Rome and curses the 
man who has stolen his lover (Fig. 11). He lives out his feelings set in 
antiquity but could just as well curse here and now. It has all the emotional 
states of life that are portrayed namely anger, love, hate, sorrow, and loss.  

 
Fig. 11. Scene from the film Satyricon (photograph by H. Widmark). 

Though it is the wall and not the protagonist that is at the center of the 
scene, we hardly notice it. It is a Roman wall full of graffiti of gladiators 
fighting and short sentences describing the life of the Romans. It places 

                   
121 Arendt 2005, 100n. 
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the scene in the everyday where the graffiti expresses the feelings that de-
fine public space and all it encompasses of politics, sports, and life of its 
inhabitants. Still, the graffiti is hardly noticed until we stop and read; it is 
a trace similar to “Ultras Roma”. It then becomes an object that connects 
and traces what Rome has been and what it is to become. Just like all the 
other traces, it is an item of now.    
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The Good City – Field Trip to 
Rome 10–13 May 2015 

Sunday 10 May 
07.25 Departure from Arlanda, Terminal 5, flight DY4355 
10.35 Arrival Fiumicino Airport, Terminal 3 

Check in at Hotel Homs www.hotelhoms.it/en/  
Address: Via Della Vite 71/72 
Rome, 00187 Italy  
Telephone: 39-066-792976; Fax: 39-066-792976 
E-mail: info@hotelhoms.it

Lunch 

Theme: Urban Heritage 

14.00 City tour 

 Walk from hotel to Via dei Fori Imperiale and Capitolium (Susanne, Os-
kar)

 In search of historic layers, exercise (Oskar)

20.00 Dinner at Ristorante La Campana, Vicolo della Campana (paid by the 
node) http://www.ristorantelacampana.com/index.php/en/   
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Monday 11 May 
Theme: Space and History 

09.00 City tour 
 Historicized spaces: Walk from hotel to Borromini’s San Carlo Quattro 

Fontane, Sant'Ignazio and Pantheon (Henrik)  

12.00 Lunch  

 From 17th century pontifical power to Rome and the Vatican today: 
Saint Peter’s place and church, Piazza Navona, Piazza Farnese (Henrik) 

17.00 Visit to the Swedish Institute of Classical Studies in Rome  
         Address: Via Omero 14, 00197 Roma www.isvroma.it    

 Renaissance Maps of Rome, Martin Olin, Associate Professor of Art 
History 

20.00 Dinner at Ristorante La Pollarola, Piazza Pollarola http://www.lapol-
larola.it/  

Tuesday 12 May 
Theme: Identity and Urban Design 
09.00 City tour 

 Subway Metropolitana di Roma to EUR (Esposizione Universale di Roma) 
 The fascist period, group exercise (Oskar) 
 Subway to Garbatella 
 Ethnographic participant observation exercise (Charlotta) 

13.00 Lunch (in the Garbatella district) 

Afternoon 

 The Ghetto (Oskar) 

Dinner  

Wednesday 13 May 
09.00 Check out from hotel 
09.30 Individual work 
11.00 Departure from Termini to airport http://europeforvisi-

tors.com/rome/transportation/leonardo-express-rome-termini-station-
to-fiumicino-airport.htm  

13.30 Departure from Rome, Terminal 3, flight DY4356 
16.40 Arrival Arlanda, Terminal 5      
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