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Review of Dario Barbera: Processo al Classico.

L’epurazione dell’archeologia fascista

ETS (Pisa 2022) (= Studi di archeologia e storia del mondo

antico e medievale), 264 pp. ISBN: 9788846762191, € 25

A new book on the post-war Italian
epuration trials of fascist archaeologists
was recently published. It was long
due. Since the late 1970s much has been
done to study the relationship between
classical studies, antiquity, and Italian
fascism - the same process has concur-
rently regarded German historiography
on Nazi classical culture®. Since then,
scholars of different disciplines, such as

1 The first enquiries on the Italian case were
published in Quaderni di storia since 1975 and
were followed by Mariella Cagnetta, Anti-
chisti e impero fascista (Bari 1979), and Luciano
Canfora, Ideologie del classicismo (Torino 1980).
Meanwhile, in Germany, Volker Losemann
was among the first to write on such a matter:
Volker Losemann, Nationalsozialismus und

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons License
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history, philology, archaeology, archi-
tecture, and art history have pointed out
how ancient history, particularly Rome,
was at the very heart of fascist ideol-
ogy and cultural policies throughout
Mussolini’s rule (1922—1945)*. However,

Antike (Hamburg 1977). See Paola Salvatori,
Fascismo e romanita, Studi Storici 55, 1 (2014),

227-239.

2 Among the most recent, see Joshua Arthurs,
Excavating modernity. The Roman past in Fas-
cist Italy (Ithaca — London 2012); Aristotle
Kallis, The Third Rome, 1922-1943. The making
of the fascist capital (Basingstoke 2014); Paola
Salvatori, Mussolini e la storia. Dal socialismo al
fascismo (1900-1922) (Roma 2016); Helen Roche,
Kyriakos Demetriou (eds.), Brill’s Companion

to the Classics, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany
(Leiden — Boston 2018); Paola Salvatori (ed.), I
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we are still far from reaching a satis-
factory knowledge of how the fall of
the dictatorship and the end of the war
affected classical studies and, more gen-
erally, the post-fascist Italian relation-
ship with antiquity. Speaking of Italian
classicists, we only knew that — like all
academics - antifascist epuration only
regarded a part of them, a minority that
by 1948 was eventually reintegrated into
universities and rehabilitated. That is
why a book on the history of the post-
fascist cultural transition starts to fill

a historiographical void from the ideo-
logically crucial perspective of classical
studies.

Dario Barbera’s book traces the his-
tory of five case studies of epuration
trials against fascist archaeologists:
Giulio Quirino Giglioli, Roberto
Paribeni, Evaristo Breccia, Carlo Anti,
and Biagio Pace. Except for short bio-
graphical notes, and two works focused
on Carlo Anti?, this new book is the
first to directly focus on the topic of the
epuration of these Italian archaeologists.
And Barbera explains that in every
case, within a few years, the epuration
attempt ultimately failed, except for

fascismo e la storia (Pisa 2020); Simona Troilo,
Pietre d’oltremare. Scavare, conservare, immagi-
nare l'impero (1899—1940) (Roma — Bari 2021).

3 FElena Ghedini, Federico Biondani, Carlo

Anti (Villafranca di Verona 1990); Centro per la
storia dell’Universita di Padova (ed.), Carlo Anti.
Giornate di studio nel centenario della nascita
(Trieste 1992).

Review of Dario Barbera:

Processo al Classico

the 1945 exclusion of Giglioli, Paribeni,
Breccia, and Anti from the restored Ac-
cademia dei Lincei. Such a historiograph-
ical reconstruction is achieved through
the punctual analysis of original judicial
sources regarding epuration trials, most
of which come from the archival collec-
tions of the Archivio Centrale dello Stato
in Rome. Several original documents
are even transcribed and attached as
three appendixes to the final part of the
book, thus providing a useful anthology
of previously unpublished sources on
the trials of the five archaeologists. As
for the historiographical interpretation,
by following five individual stories, the
author argues for the existence of a
general post-war tendency: the ultimate
dismantling and failure of the epuration
process was the final product of the
competition between Christian-demo-
cratic, communist, and liberal academics
to “Catholicize”, “democratize”, or
“liberalize” post-fascist classical studies.
Moreover, the defeat of radical interpre-
tations of antifascist epuration, and the
Christian-democratic hegemony over
Italian institutions, did not imply the
mere restoration of fascism in univer-
sities, but, on the contrary, the start of
a new era, that of the Cold War. Even if
many topics are still to be deciphered,
such as the role of racism and colonial
ideology in this transitional context,
Barbera’s interpretation is a convinc-
ing and valid scientific acquisition in

a still understudied historiographical
field.
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However, this book needs to be dis-
cussed beyond its valid scientific con-
tribution and contextualized within
a larger historiographical tendency.
Whereas studies on the fascist uses of
antiquity have traditionally been char-
acterized, since the 1970s, by Marxist
or broadly antifascist approaches, this
work on such a controversial theme is
inspired by a different philosophy. In
the preface of the book, Barbera sees the
postwar epuration trials as “part of the
more general, metaphorical, trial held
by modernity against classical studies
and their claim to be, among all forms of
knowledge, the foundation of Western
primacy as authority of tradition and
art of memory”*. According to this per-
spective, judicial antifascism against
fascist classicists is considered as a form
of “suicide of the West”: modernity,
“technocracy™, and postmodernism,
along with an allegedly moralistic and
intolerant antifascism, are individuated
by the author as the main responsible
for the post-war, and current, decline of
the traditional interpretation of classical
studies. It won’t, therefore, come as
a surprise that Barbera considers the
epuration trials as a mere form of ideo-
logical vengeance exerted by judicial
means by the political beneficiaries of

4 Dario Barbera, Processo al Classico. L’epura-
zione dell’archeologia fascista (Pisa 2022), 12. All
quotes are translated from Italian by me.

5 Barbera (2022), 13.

the Allied victory against the losing
faction®. More precisely, the author con-
siders such a moralistic vengeance close
to the customs of “certain Amazonian
tribes of cannibals in perennial recip-
rocal dispute™, thus implicitly unwor-
thy of modern and properly civilized
European élites — among which his
preference explicitly goes to the West-
ern German case, rather simplistically
identified in Jaspers’ Schuldfrage, and
considered as a more equilibrated and
human way to deal with a totalitarian
past®. Lastly, the critique of antifascist
intransigence goes along with that of
the Resistance, and with anti-communist
tropes: the Resistance is considered as
the “savage” and violent version of judi-
cial epuration’, and even the 1970s first
historiographical enquiries on the pro-
fessional continuity of former fascists in
post-war institutions appear to him as
a form of antifascist ideological bigotry,
not far from the contemporary attempt
at physically eliminating ex- and neo-
fascists by left-wing terrorists™.

Such quotes show how much the
theme of the post-fascist transition
can still be divisive in Italian classical
studies. During the epuration years

6 Barbera (2022), 37.
7 Barbera (2022), 39.
8 Barbera (2022), 27-28.
9 Barbera (2022), 35—39.

10 Barbera (2022), 26.



(1943-1948), the critique of trials was
originally a typical stance of “anti-
antifascist” supporters of the Uomo
Qualunque movement, sympathizers

of conservative parties, and of course
neo-fascists. Already in that period,
such discontent for any radical defas-
cistization of Italian society was at

the base of the gradual political dis-
mantling, since 1945 and ultimately in
1948, of the whole epuration process,
also with the contribution of left-wing
parties in search for electoral consen-
sus and a political pacification of the
country. Something similar, of course,
occurred in those same years in West
Germany as well, and it must be his-
torically explained also by recurring to
the new Cold War context, in which an
effective purge of former fascists was
regarded as counterproductive from an
anti-communist perspective. As for Re-
publican Italy, the negative memory of
the epuration trials, as well as of the
Resistance and any radical antifascist
institutional project, has since been a
typical feature of post-war right-wing
identity, along with an “anti-antifascist”
and revisionist, when not overtly neo-
fascist, inclination. In 2022 - the hun-
dredth anniversary of Mussolini’s rise to
power, and months before the election
of the most right-wing oriented Italian
post-war government - a long-due book
on the attempted epuration of fascist
archaeologists is finally published, in a
scientific series of a renowned publish-
ing house, but it has precisely that “anti-

Review of Dario Barbera:

Processo al Classico

antifascist” and revisionist aim. How
come? My suggestion is that Barbera’s
interpretation currently intercepts the
widespread conservative fears of a new
“processo al Classico”, which is allegedly
threatened by the so-called “cancel cul-
ture” against traditional, Western classi-
cal studies, in the name of antiracism,
democratization, and decolonization of
the disciplines. The accusation of ideo-
logical bigotry and intolerance, moved
by the author to 20"-century antifascist
intellectuals and judges, is the same that
in Italy is growingly directed against the
current international claims for a more
inclusive renovation of Classics. How
much such a conservative historiograph-
ical tendency represents a significant
and hegemonical trend, or instead just

a rearguard battle against the call for

a change of scientific and political ap-
proaches, is of course an open question.
But it could be useful to keep that in
mind while reading Barbera’s book.
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