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TRASFORMAZIONI URBANE

DIFFICULT HERITAGE AND
URBAN TRASFORMATIONS

ANNUNZIATA MARIA OTERI, NINO SULFARO

Cancel Culture, as is well known, is a controversial phenomenon linked to woke ideolo-
gy and the Black Lives Matter movement, which has recently inundated cultural, social,
and political debates. Initially, it has brought issues associated with particular historical
events to the centre of the debate, especially slavery, gender, and colonization; progres-
sively, it ended up accusing ex-post books, movies, and fairy tales of the not exactly
irreprehensible conduct of their authors.

Despite the potential wide range of targets, the most frequent objects of cancellation are
the signs that occupy public spaces: the déboullonage of statues of politicians and histor-
ical figures, to name the most spectacular manifestations, reveals a generalized malaise,
originating often from a strong economic and cultural crisis, but above all from unre-
solved issues, from a lack of historical and social pacification to increasingly profound
discrimination (at an economic, social, and educational level): active intervention by
the State in the dual role of memorial agent and educator has been notably lacking.
Furthermore, the ambiguity surrounding Cancel Culture, together with the controver-
sial debates that have rounded to this notion in recent years, have the ‘merit’ of having
shown the impossibility of reconciling once and for all the traumatic events and the
controversial practices of the past with the ever-changing social, cultural, and political
demands of the present. The debate which arose after the article by Ruth Ben Ghiat pub-
lished in 2017 in The New Yorker “Why Are So Many Fascist Monuments Still Standing
in Italy?” is enlightening. The historian wondered how much the symbols that surround
us affect our life, and, above all, if the fascist symbols remaining in Italy represent today
a warning or a memory to dust off. Most of the reactions from Italian academics and
intellectuals concerned the impossibility of canceling history, especially in light of the
fact that most of the monuments erected during the Fascist period present indisputable
values in terms of history of architecture [IRACE 2017]. Both positions seem to be sup-
portable considering that the need to maintain the memory of trauma or a controversial
period or a person, and, at the same time, the legitimate desire for the removal of its
traces in the present, have always been a conflictual process within a community. In
2008, Sharon Macdonald called it ‘difficult heritage’: «a past that is recognized as mean-
ingful in the present but that is also contested and awkward for public reconciliation
with a positive, self-affirming contemporary identity. “Difficult heritage” may also be
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troublesome because it threatens to break through into the present in disruptive ways,
opening up social divisions, perhaps by playing into imagined, even nightmarish, fu-
tures» [MACDONALD 2009, p. 1].

The essays that follow are linked by a common reflection on the fate of “difficult her-
itage” in its urban and architectural dimension after the fall of totalitarian regimes,
particularly after the collapse of the Iron Curtain, with well-known consequences in
Eastern Europe. As rightly noted by Mariacristina Giambruno and Sonia Pistidda in
the essay on the problematic legacy of post-socialist regimes in Albania and Armenia,
the negative perception of an unwanted past primarily affects commemorative monu-
ments, not only because they are easier to remove but also because they often physically
represent the oppressor or the ideology that guided it. In these cases, therefore, material
removal coincides with the psychological erasure of the trauma or pain it caused. What
happened in 1945 to the “young man of virile, harmonious forms, in full development,
firmly planted on feet and legs resembling columns” (the so-called Bigio) positioned in
the centre of Piazza Vittoria in Brescia (one of the most representative squares of the
fascist regime) is emblematic in this sense, as narrated by Carlotta Coccoli and Maria
Paola Pasini. The toppling of statues was also one of the most powerful tools of “decom-
munization” in post-communist Poland, as recounted by Blazey Ciarkowski, but also
in Tirana in the aftermath of the fall of Enver Hoxha (Giambruno, Pistidda) and many
other places not explicitly mentioned in this volume. It is worth noting, moreover, that
initially, the target of communities is very specific: for example, returning to the case
of Piazza Vittoria, the removal process concerns the Bigio, but, on the other hand, it
does not involve the nearby podium or the Piazza in itself, which stem from the same
culture and political ideology. Processes of complete demolition of architectures and
urban contexts are slower, sometimes even unthinkable, not only for practical reasons
but also because they often become subject to renegotiation for reasons of utility or eco-
nomic convenience or simply because over time - after overcoming the initial trauma
and anger - they become associated with other meanings. Overwriting, renegotiation,
normalization, reinterpretation, decommunization, are some of the terms that recur in
the following essays, indicating the different modes of intervention but also the other
impulses towards the transformation of these “difficult architectures” that ultimately
have the same outcome: a reconfiguration not only physical but also of the meanings
assigned to this heritage, sometimes in a shared way (with community participation
or at the community’s request), other times with political or ideological impositions
that paradoxically recall ways and habits of seasons that one wants to forget. To cite the
cases recounted below, this happens to the symbol buildings of Nazifascism in Munich,
described by Raffaele Amore and Chiara De Vuono, which undergo very different fates
even though they are located within a few meters of each other. Some were demol-
ished (such as the Ehrentempel, with characteristics that made reconfiguration diffi-
cult), posing the thorny issue of managing the resulting void. In contrast, others, such
as the Fiiherebau - a product of the same ideologies — were reused (or “normalized,” to
use an effective expression of the authors), sometimes without even initiating a debate
on whether or not to preserve them. In this regard, the influence of public opinion is
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undoubtedly significant, as sometimes inexplicably it focuses on certain symbols and
ignores others that may be equally “controversial”; or it mobilizes to save architectures
that are closely linked to a period that one wants to forget. In this perspective, the grass-
roots battle for the preservation of Katowice station in Poland, which was eventually de-
molished, as recounted by Blazey Ciarkowski, is particularly interesting. Renegotiation
of the “difficult heritage” label assigned to architectures and contexts with the fall of re-
gimes can have various reasons. Firstly, ideological, if not political, often leads to reflec-
tions on the ethics of these operations that ultimately perpetuate the imperative, some-
times propagandistic, ways of the regimes one wants to forget. Usually, in fact, under the
pretext of eliminating symbols of painful memories, political transformation operations
(overwriting) are carried out, which end up being just as oriented and manipulative as
those they intend to erase: the case of the Budapest Castle and the Castle District in gen-
eral, as narrated both in Paolo Cornaglia’s and Franz Bittenbinder and Rachel Gyérfty’s
essays, clearly describe this aspect. A similar example regards the post-socialist rein-
terpretation of Romanian history through a “historical reinterpretation” of medieval
walls and the historic centre, as narrated by Oana-Cristina Tiganea and Diana Minhea.
Also, the long and still current debate on the preservation or demolition of the Palace
of Culture and Science in Warsaw, with all its controversies and ambiguities, invites re-
flection in this regard, as noted by Magdalena Staniszkis cited by Ciarkowski, according
to whom the preservation of the palace, still demanded by many today, represented a
symbolic gesture of the nonviolent revolution of the Poles and the victory of rational-
ism over emotions. Another theme emerges from the essays presented here. It is worth
noting, if only because it implies new paths that sometimes have little to do with the dif-
ficult management of the memory of painful events. Over time, other issues have arisen,
sometimes to reinforce the symbolic aspects and denial of a difficult past, but often only
for reasons of utility: economic issues related to the problematic management of these
sometimes monumental heritages that post-regime administrations struggle to manage
and maintain (see the essays by Giambruno, Pistidda, and Bittenbinder); but also the
idea, sometimes, that these architectures are a more or less faithful mirror of a décalage
not only in design quality (an exaggerated monumentality and sometimes in poor taste)
but also in the use of materials, autarchic, standardized, and far from Western quality
standards in the same years. These aspects seem to recall the voluntary isolation in
which regimes confined communities persistently. The anti-communism iconoclasm in
the Polish case, but not only, is an example of this, as are many of the more or less recent
battles for the demolition of socialist modernist architectures. It is primarily a desire
for cultural redemption that almost always mixes with or is even instrumentalized in
favour of other pressing reasons. On the one hand, ideological reasons, rejecting late
modernism aesthetics in favour of revivals of eclecticism much loved by the nationalist
governments of this newest season; on the other hand, economic reasons and related,
for example, to the attractiveness of these areas, almost always located in the heart of cit-
ies, to capitalist investors, to the increasingly tempting push of tourism (including dark
tourism, or in any case the growing interest in these controversial places) — the Albanian
and Armenian cases, for example, are pretty emblematic — which often also drags along
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certain unsettling revisionism. In any case, as many of the collected essays document,
and whatever the impulse for transformation, there remains a question mark about the
fate of these spaces and objects, sometimes cumbersome, in rapidly transforming cities
and also about the sense of these operations, however, they are defined, of rewriting the
difficult memories they represent.

References

IRACE, E (2017). Il populismo giornalistico che ignora i capolavori dellarchitettura fas-
cista, in «Il Sole 20 ORE» October 9, 2017.

MCDONALD, S. (2009). Difficult Heritage: Negotiating the Nazi Past in Nuremberg and
Beyond, Routledge, New York.

Website

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/why-are-so-many-fascist-monu-
ments-still-standing-in-italy/ [February 2024].



	Difficult Heritage e trasformazioni urbane
	Difficult Heritage and Urban Trasformations 
	Annunziata Maria Oteri, Nino Sulfaro

