
Thou sands of ad mir ers of Ital ian dic ta tor Ben ito Mus solini visit his tiny home town every year.
Now, as far-right par ties ex pand their ap peal ahead of March elec tions, the town’s left ist mayor wants
to open a mu seum of fas cism on the main square, not as an homage to their cause but as a way to
con tain it.

The ef fort has reignited a lon grun ning de bate about Italy’s con flicted re la tion ship with the jut- 
jawed Mus solini, who seized power in 1922 and held his na tion in thrall for more than two decades,
build ing it into an in dus trial be he moth even as he threw his op po nents into prison camps. Many his- 
to ri ans and politi cians say that Italy has never fully reck oned with its fas cist past — and that one re- 
sult is the mod ern-day pop u lar ity of lead ers who cite Mus solini as a model.

The nostal gia has grown even thicker this year in the run-up to the March 4 gen eral elec tion, in
which in sur gent out siders who say Mus solini is mis un der stood are mak ing up ground on tra di tional
cen trist can di dates. One aspir ing gov er nor in a pros per ous re gion re cently said Italy must pro tect
“the white race.” An other politi cian said Mus solini did “great things” for the coun try.

Predappio’s cen ter-left mayor
wants to over haul the town’s crum bling 1937 House of Fas cism, an im pos ing mar ble-and-brick

ed i fice with a bal cony once used for de liv er ing speeches to cheer ing crowds, for the pro posed Mu- 
seum of Fas cism.

Back ers of the plan en vi sion a spi ral ing dis play modeled on Dante’s cir cles of hell, with Mus- 
solini’s pug na cious pres ence at its cen ter. Vis i tors would gaze out at neigh bor ing hills from the curv- 
ing, airy ball room where lo cal fas cists once held their galas. They would eat in the same spot where
Black shirts once sipped espres sos.

If the project’s back ers find the ad di tional $6.2 mil lion they need for the mu seum, it would be
Italy’s first de voted ex clu sively to the fas cist era, 73 years af ter Mus solini was ex e cuted and strung up
by the feet in a pub lic square in Mi lan. Shops in Predappio cater to his fans, selling mar ble busts of
the dic ta tor, hats stitched with fas cist icons and col lec tions of his speeches.

“Predappio is the right place to do this, be cause it’s a fas cist sym bol,” said Gior gio Frassineti, the
mayor of the leafy town of 6,000 in Italy’s rolling north east. “I want to use cul ture as a weapon of
mass de struc tion for ig no rance.”

Ad vo cates al ready have $2.5 mil lion in pledges, and the town owns the empty prop erty.
Un like neigh bor ing Ger many, where Adolf Hitler re mains a third rail even for far-right par ties,

Italy has long har bored am biva lent feel ings about its fas cist leader.
“Mus solini built so many things,” Mat teo Salvini, the leader of the far-right North ern League

party, said on Ital ian ra dio Fri day. “But I pre fer democ racy to dic ta tor ship, dic ta tor ships of any kind.”
A sense that Mus solini is be ing re ha bil i tated un set tles some of Italy’s main stream lead ers.

As the far right rises in Italy, some fear the plan will back fire

With its museum of fascism, town aims to
vilify, not glorify
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“It is sur pris ing to hear, even to day, from some quar ters, that fas cism had some mer its but made
two se ri ous mis takes: the racial laws and the en try into the war,” Ital ian Pres i dent Ser gio Mattarella
said in a speech last week mark ing the 80th an niver sary of the signing of Italy’s no to ri ous anti-
Semitic racial laws. “Racism and war were not de vi a tions or episodes from its way of think ing, but the
di rect and in evitable con se quence.”

Frassineti said he fears that there is a trend on the con ti nent to ward a fas cist resur gence.
“In Europe, there is a wind blow ing in that di rec tion,” he said in Predappio’s town hall, where he

said his high-ceilinged office once served as Mus solini’s child hood bed room. He blamed the fas cist
stir rings on a poor un der stand ing of the past. “This coun try has given up on a whole gen er a tion. Be- 
cause schools and politi cians haven’t done their job.”

In Predappio, traces of the fas cist leader are ev ery where. His birth place, a squat stone struc ture
where the guest book is full of far-right slo gans, is fronted by a sweep ing Fas cist-era plaza. Just out- 
side town, the leader’s crypt looms over the ceme tery.

On a re cent sunny week day af ter noon, a steady stream of vis i tors walked up to the high-arched
mau soleum, where a red-white and-green Ital ian flag was tied to a door han dle. Some threw the stif- 
farmed fas cist salute. Oth ers praised Mus solini’s lead er ship.

“This is our Bethlehem. This is a way to pay thanks for what he did for the world,” said An tonino
Monti, 64, who am bled up to the crypt, trailed by his wife, daugh ter and their Chi huahua, then
saluted smartly.

“He was the best leader of the 20th cen tury,” said Monti, who said he vis its Predappio sev eral
times a year from his home in Sicily, where he works on the Sigonella air base.

The grow ing traf fic to Predappio — city lead ers say it draws more than 50,000 peo ple a year —
has up set groups that rep re sent victims of fas cism.

“This city is be com ing a tem ple to Mus solini,” said Noemi Di Segni, the head of the Union of Ital- 
ian Jewish Com mu ni ties, who backs the mu seum project.

The mu seum’s plan ners, like Di Segni, ar gue that it is past time for an an a lyt i cal look at the his- 
tory.

Ital ians live “with out the pos si bil ity of un der stand ing how Ital ian so ci ety lived dur ing the fas cist
era,” said Mar cello Flores, a his tory pro fes sor at the Univer sity of Siena who heads the aca demic com- 
mit tee de sign ing the mu seum. Rem e dy ing that, he said, is the mu seum’s prin ci pal aim.

Some civic lead ers say Italy has not learned lessons from its past.
“We weren’t able to spread out to young peo ple in the schools how bad a dic ta tor ship is com pared

to a democ racy,” said Emanuele Fiano, a cen ter-left law maker in the Ital ian Par lia ment who re cently
pro posed a bill to out law the fas cist salute and dis tri bu tion of Na tional Fas cist Party and Nazi im- 
agery. Cur rent laws ban such ma te ri als only if they are be ing used to re-cre ate the his tor i cal Fas cist
Party, which gives wide lee way to Mus solini’s ad mir ers.

But crit ics of the mu seum say that rather than di min ish the town’s ap peal as a fas cist desti na tion,
it could en trench it by adding yet an other at trac tion on the far right Mus solini tour. Predappio is far
from Italy’s estab lished tourist cen ters, re quir ing a slow train and a bus from Bologna, the near est big
city. Few peo ple seek it out, other than those with a pen chant for Mus solini.

“I’m afraid Predappio might be come a place for spread ing fas cism, not re ject ing it,” said Anna
Foa, a his to rian of Ital ian Ju daism who has op posed the project.

The head of Italy’s in flu en tial anti-fas cist par ti sans as so ci a tion shares the worry.



“A mu seum of fas cism would de facto be come a place of pil grim age for fas cists” if it were in
Predappio, said Carla Ne spolo, the group’s pres i dent.

Many an a lysts say that Mus solini nostal gia has helped drive the suc cess of Italy’s mod ern-day far
right. The two big gest far-right par ties, the North ern League and Brothers of Italy, to gether cap ture
about 18 per cent in opin ion polling and could win power in March in coali tion with the larger For- 
ward Italy party of Sil vio Ber lus coni, who has praised as pects of Mus solini’s rule.

A smaller far-right group, CasaPound Italy, has been more ex plicit in its em brace of Mus solini.
And al though its na tional sup port re mains low, it is grow ing and has won some lo cal of fices.

“We have to rec og nize that some thing is still work ing, some thing created by fas cism,” said Al berto
Pal ladino, a mem ber of the group’s steer ing com mit tee.

In Predappio, anti-fas cist ac tivists say they re main shocked that such sen ti ment is still so vis i ble.
Stores selling Mus solini mem o ra bilia line the main street in proud de fi ance of laws against “apol o giz- 
ing for fas cism.”

“They’re like sex shops for fas cism,” said Ste fano Ignone, a mem ber of a lo cal foun da tion that has
bat tled the mu seum plan. “But at least in a sex shop, they cover the win dows. Here, it’s all in the
open.”


