

		

			[image: Copertina di Forest Overgrowth... di Ivnik, Tina]

		




		


		

			
Quaderni del CERM
Centro di Ricerca sulle Minoranze
dell’Università degli Studi dell’Insubria


Tina Ivnik


Forest Overgrowth and
Unfolding Hope:
Cultural Landscape
Transformations
in the Natisone Valleys







			Ledizioni


			and


			University of Ljubljana Press


		




		


		

			This book was published within the framework of the research programme Ethnological Research of Cultural Knowledge, Practices, and Forms of Sociality (No. P6-0187), funded by the Slovenian Research and Innovation Agency from the state budget of the Republic of Slovenia.


			The book was produced as part of the project Digital Aestheticisation of Fragile Environments (DigiFREN, 2022–2025), supported by the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport (Slovenia); the National Science Centre (Poland); the Academy of Finland; the Croatian Science Foundation; and the Research Council of Norway, within the CHANSE ERA-NET programme, co-funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under Grant Agreement No. 101004509.


			The book is published with the support of the Slovenian Research and Innovation Agency.





			Translation: Martin Mikuletič





			Reviewers: Jernej Kosi and Špela Ledinek Lozej






			This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution–ShareAlike 4.0 International License (CC BY-SA 4.0).





			Publishers: Ledizioni LediPublishing & University of Ljubljana Press


			Ledizioni LediPublishing


			Via Boselli 10 – 20136 Milano (Italy)


			www.ledizioni.it


			info@ledizioni.it





			For Ledizioni: Nicola Cavalli (Publishing Director)


			For ULP: Gregor Majdič (Rector of the University of Ljubljana)





			First edition: February 2026





			Print ISBN:  9791256006427


			ebook ISBN:  9791256006434


			Open Access PDF ISBN:  9791256006441





			Cover image: design of the author.


			Graphic layout: Ledizioni





			Catalogue and reprints information:


			www.ledizioni.it, www.ledipublishing.com


	

		




		


		

			Scientific Committee





			Daniele Brigadoi Cologna
(Università degli Studi dell’Insubria) – Scientific Director


			Paola Bocale
(Università degli Studi dell’Insubria) – Scientific Co-Director


			Maria Nieves Arribas Esteras (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Paola Baseotto (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Stefano Becucci (Università degli Studi di Firenze)


			Stefano Bonometti (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Renzo Cavalieri (Università degli Studi di Venezia – Ca’ Foscari)


			Alessandro Ferrari (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Anna Granata (Università degli Studi di Torino)


			Lino Panzeri (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Valentina Pedone (Università degli Studi di Firenze)


			Barbara Pozzo (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Fabio Quassoli (Università degli Studi di Milano – Bicocca)


			Oleg Rumyantsev (Università degli Studi di Palermo)


			Andrea Sansò (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Fiorenzo Toso (Università degli Studi di Sassari) †


			Alessandra Vicentini (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Valter Zanin (Università degli Studi di Padova)


			Dorothy Louise Zinn (Libera Università di Bolzano)


		


		


		

			Editorial Committee


			Elisa Bianco (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Maria Paola Bissiri (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Paola Bocale (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Daniele Brigadoi Cologna (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Francesco Ciconte (Università degli Studi “G. D’Annunzio”


			Chieti - Pescara)


			Omar Hashem Abdo Khalaf (Università di Padova)


			Ruggero Lanotte (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


			Francesca Moro (Università degli Studi di Napoli L’Orientale)


			Lino Panzeri (Università degli Studi dell’Insubria)


		




		


		

			Table of Contents


			Foreword


			1. Introductory Remarks


			1.1. Anthropological View(s) of Cultural Landscape: Theoretical Definitions and Research Approaches


			1.2. Demography of the Italian Hills: Between Marginality, Emigration, and Hope for a Better Future


			1.3. The Continuity of Care and Landscape Revitalization Policies in Natisone Valleys


			1.4. Methodological Approaches and Reflections


			2. Place, identities, memories


			2.1. (Un)Ambiguous Borders of the Natisone Valleys and the Shifting Boundaries of Slavia Friulana


			2.2. “When Napoleon came, everything was over for us here”: The Past of the Valleys Between Memory and History


			2.3. “What do they down in Trieste know about
where Drenchia is?”: Hierarchies of Marginality in the Slovene–Italian Borderland


			2.4. Heterogeneity of the Slovene Linguistic Minority in Italy


			2.5. Classifications of Local Speech and Processes of Identification in the Natisone Valleys


			2.6. Local Identification: Collective Memory, Agrarian Past, and Cultural Landscape


			2.7. “I can tell you for sure, Benečija as a people is at its end”: The Decline of the Landscape and the Endangerment of the Local Community


			3. “The Nature Was Beautiful, But All This Work …”: The History of Agriculture in the Natisone Valleys


			3.1. Animals


			3.2. Crops


			3.3. Work Cycles


			3.4. Cultural Landscape 


			


			4. “This Is How It All Began To Vanish”: Abandonment of Agriculture and the Overgrowth of the Landscape


			4.1. Modernisation Processes


			4.2. “Everything here has gone astray”: Agrarian Policies, Spruce Trees, and the Development of the Plain


			4.3. Emigration, Industrialisation, and New Generations


			4.3.1. Post-war Emigration 


			4.3.2 Emigration to the Friulian Plain 


			4.4. Pensions


			4.5. Earthquake


			5. Inheritance between Ideology, Ecology, Politics, and Economy


			5.1. Marriage System and Family Type


			5.2. “We didn’t divide the land, we left it as it is”: Contemporary Land Fragmentation


			6. Overgrowth and Care for the Landscape of the Natisone Valleys


			6.1. Supposedly Continuous Landscape


			6.1.1. “There’s nothing nice about it”: The Valuation of Overgrowth


			6.1.2. Motivations for Landscape Care: Ancestors, Affect, and the Morality of Clearing 


			6.2. Hope-shaped Landscape


			6.2.1. (Re-)evaluating Overgrowth: The Forest as Nature and Authenticity 


			6.2.2. Local Negotiations Over Practices and Meanings


			6.3. Hay Meadows


			6.3.1. “We put a great deal of effort into the grass”: Memories of Mowing


			6.3.2. Continuous Mowing of Hay Meadows 


			6.3.3. Land Associations as a Strategy for Land Management


			6.4. Chestnut


			6.4.1. Chestnuts in the Natisone Valleys 


			6.4.2. Grafting, Manuring, Clearing, Harvesting, Sorting, and Tree-Beating 


			6.4.3. Uses of Chestnuts


			6.4.4. “Now these chestnuts have become monuments”: The Chestnut as a Family Tree and a Local Symbol 


			6.4.5. Attempts at Reviving and Reinterpreting “Chestnut Culture”


			6.5. Dry-stone Terraces


			


			6.5.1. “How they built these walls, I just can’t understand it”: The Construction and Maintenance of Dry-stone Terraces


			6.5.2. Dry-stone Terraces Between Deterioration and Contemporary Practices of Care 


			6.6. Paths


			6.6.1. The Closure of Paths and the Dominance of Roads


			6.6.2. Locating and Clearing Paths


			7. On (Dis)Continuities of Abandonment, Care, Return, Overgrowth, and Hope


			References


			Acknowledgements


		




		


		

			Foreword


			As I first arrived to the Natisone Valleys in Slavia Friulana in September 2019, I was greeted by cold, rainy weather. The valleys appeared dark, inhospitable, silent, and deserted. Unable to encounter anyone, I anxiously wondered how I would conduct ethnographic research there. To better orient myself, I drove aimlessly along winding, steep roads, observing how villages that seemed close together on the map were, in fact, far apart due to the hilly terrain. The forest also stands out in my memory. On rainy days, the lush forests of the Natisone Valleys were often cloaked in mist, evoking a sense of serenity in me.


			During my initial visits to the Natisone Valleys, whether in sunshine or rain, I was struck by the vastness of the local forests. The narratives of the locals piqued my interest, as they conceived the forest in a way that contrasted with my own perception. They spoke of the forest with reluctance, often telling me that the forest of the Natisone Valleys was not beautiful and generally describing it as a nuisance. Initially, I did not have a clearly defined research focus, which allowed me the valuable opportunity to approach my first field visits with the goal of determining my specific research direction. The presence of the Slovenian linguistic minority in the area led me to investigate the sense of identity among the local population. However, I remained intrigued by the discrepancy between my own perceptions of the forest and those of the locals. The possibility of addressing both aspects in my research was inspired by the poetic writings of journalist Antonio Banchig: “Clearing the overgrowth on these surfaces [is] tantamount to extracting the Slovenian language from the embrace of the dark forest of Italian assimilation, thereby preserving linguistic – biological – diversity.” (Banchig, 2020: 136)


			Through the extended course of my research, which included both personal reflection and engagement with local narratives on the landscape, as well as through my prolonged immersion in the region, my perception of the overgrowth in the valleys began to transform. Rather than perceiving the forest as homogeneous, I increasingly began to see the stories of the local population within it. This shift was partly because locals shared their life stories with me through narratives about the landscape, and partly because, among the myriad trees, I gradually discerned traces of the inhabitants and their (past) ways of life. Over time, based on topography and material remnants, I learned to identify the locations of former meadows and fields. Occasionally, I could also distinguish between grafted chestnuts and wild ones, as well as roughly estimate at what point people stopped maintaining a particular drystone wall. I also understood why the owner of a small forested patch on the cleared meadow refused to allow its removal, why the dark spruce plantations on Mount Colovrat appeared unusually regular in shape, and where numerous paths had once linked villages, mills, meadows, water sources, and family-owned chestnut groves. As anthropologists before me had concluded, the landscape I first encountered at the start of my field research was not the same as the one I understood at the end (see Hirsch, 1995: 2; Basso, 1996: 120).


			In this monograph, through my findings on the various interpretations and experiences of the changing landscape of the Natisone Valleys, I aim to demonstrate the rich meanings embedded in the landscape around us. I also aim to introduce readers to Slavia Friulana, the little-known border region, which, upon my initial visit, struck me as dark, silent, inhospitable, and abandoned. I hope this monograph makes clear that my perception of these places changed drastically during my years of fieldwork. This transformation was a result of the people of these valleys, who proved to be excellent conversationalists, hosts, and friends. I hope, therefore, to have conveyed part of my own experience and brought these special places, along with the warm people who inhabit them, closer to the reader.


		




		

			


			1. Introductory Remarks


			The monograph examines the historical transformation of the cultural landscape of the Natisone Valleys in Slavia Friulana and the evolving relationship of local inhabitants with it. I demonstrate that the changes in the local landscape result from the gradual abandonment of agricultural activities in the post-World War II period, leading to natural reforestation. Given the extent of these changes, I analyse the perceptions, meanings, and interpretations that the inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys associate with these landscape transformations. The research highlights both the transformation itself and its underlying causes, along with contemporary perspectives, aspirations, and efforts of the locals related to the landscape. These two aspects, however, are not unrelated. I show that an individual’s interpretation of transformation often dictates the landscape care practices that are employed today. 


			The Natisone Valleys are located in the Alpine foothills of the Italian province of Friuli Venezia Giulia, along the border with Slovenia. In Slovenia, the Natisone Valleys are often called Venetian Slovenia (Beneška Slovenija),1 primarily because of the Slovenian linguistic minority present there. Although this designation may refer to a broader area, the monograph focuses solely on the Natisone Valleys. However, some insights are also relevant to the broader region. 


			The transformation of the cultural landscape in Italy following World War II has been extensively studied (see e.g. Breda, 2000, 2001; Mattana, 2006; Lai, 2011; Piermattei, 2012; Agnoletti, 2013). This is unsurprising, as historian Mauro Agnoletti argues that the most significant transformation occurred precisely during this period. Researchers have found that industrialisation and urbanisation were the primary drivers of these changes (see e.g. Turri 2000; Agnoletti, 2013; Vallerani, 2013). In this context, a depopulation of mountainous and rural areas occurred, coupled with increased – primarily industrial – exploitation of the lowland regions, leading to the simplification of the landscape, i.e., the expansion of monoculture plantations in the lowlands and the overgrowing of vegetation in the hilly areas (Agnoletti, 2013: 6, see also Breda, 2000, 2001, Turri, 2000; Mattana, 2006; Turri, 2010; Vallerani, 2013). 


			The transformation of the Natisone Valleys landscape occurred within the same context, making it comparable to the transformations discussed above. This monograph differs from the aforementioned studies in its approach to landscape transformation, as it examines local memories of landscape practices and the interpretation of landscape transformation by the locals, focusing on both past and contemporary practices of care. I consider the anthropological approach to landscapes valuable for understanding local dynamics and meanings, as local landscapes – unlike national ones, which are more deliberately constructed “from above” by experts, media, and spatial policies (see e.g. Kučan, 1998; Jezernik, 2013: 148; Penko Seidl, et al. 2021) – are shaped and imbued with meaning to a greater extent by locals. Additionally, my approach differs from previous ones in terms of location. While Italian landscape studies have focused primarily on well-known regions, particularly Tuscany,2 the landscapes of Friuli Venezia Giulia remain underexplored (see also Sereni, 2020; cf. Barbina and Battigelli, 1980; Bianco, 1994, 2008; Agnoletti, 2013; Pascolini, 2019).


			The inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys have generally responded positively to the subject of my research, and the issue of natural reforestation often arose spontaneously in conversations with residents, underscoring the importance they place on the matter. They do not view reforestation merely as a transformed physical landscape observed from afar, nor does it reflect their desire for a cultivated landscape to be admired from the windows of their homes. Here, the focus is less on the aesthetic evaluation of the landscape and more on the emotional experience of landscape transformation, as it reflects broader societal changes they have experienced. As the landscape transformed, so did the places with which they had a working relationship – places that are significant in their family history and were central to the socio-economic structure of the past. In local perception, reforestation is thus inextricably linked to lifestyle changes and the broader transformation of the valleys, which occurred as a result of these changes. The vast majority of my interlocutors grew up in the decades following the Second World War, when an agrarian way of life dominated the valleys, dictating personal and family routines as well as the rhythms of densely populated villages (Lefebvre, 2004). However, they experienced a significant shift in their lifetime. Today, only a few remain active in agriculture, villages are deserted and silent, and most services are closed. Changes in the socio-political situation led to the expansion of the inhabitants’ social world, with most emigrating, resulting in the marginalisation and abandonment of these areas. In local perception, all of this is reflected in the landscape overgrown with forests.


			The agricultural past has acquired a new function. Instead of representing everyday lived experience, it has shifted into the realm of often idealised local (collective) memory. Today, inhabitants reminisce about the bygone era, and ideas about how people once lived occupy an important place in local understandings of culture and identity (cf. Brumen, 2000). Inhabitants perceive the current situation as a significant break with the “golden age” of the area, when the valleys were densely populated and the landscape was cultivated. The period following the Second World War is pivotal for understanding this change and forms the foundation for my own examination of the era. Although the end of the Second World War undoubtedly brought a new socio-political context, this period did not mark an abrupt shift in life in the Natisone Valleys. Even though people began to emigrate in greater numbers, many continued to support themselves through agriculture, and in the flatter, lower-lying areas, agricultural work has persisted to the present day. As will be shown in this monograph, the change in the landscape did not occur immediately after the Second World War; rather, it was gradual.


			The Turin anthropologist Pier Paolo Viazzo (2014: 160–161) points out that some researchers have treated the Second World War as a singular turning point, assuming that prior to the war communities with largely closed economies prevailed, and that these communities then opened up suddenly after the war. Although such interpretations are also present in the Natisone Valleys, my ethnological research revealed that the abandonment of agriculture, which, to some extent, serves as an indicator of the ever-increasing dependency on the economy beyond the valleys, was much more gradual. While this monograph examines the period following the Second World War, I demonstrate that the abandonment of agriculture and the desertion of the valleys, as well as the process of overgrowth, occurred gradually, with an emphasis on continuity rather than abrupt changes.


			1.1. Anthropological View(s) of Cultural Landscape: Theoretical Definitions and Research Approaches


			In anthropology and the humanities more broadly, landscape is a well-established topic of research (see Ingold, 1993; Hirsch and O’Hanlon, 1995; Feld and Basso, 1996; Sauer, 1996; Bender, 2001; Tilley and Cameron-Daum, 2017; Sereni, 2020). In studying the landscape, researchers have developed various theoretical approaches, which are briefly summarised here in order to contextualise my own research approach within this broader framework.


			The monograph examines the historical transformation of the cultural landscape of the Natisone Valleys and the changing local attitudes towards this landscape. I understand landscape as a terrain reshaped by human activity and intertwined with diverse practices, perceptions, emotions and meanings. In this regard, my understanding of landscape differs substantially from the phenomenological approach adopted by one of the founding figures of landscape anthropology Eric Hirsch (1995: 4–22), who defines landscape as existing in a dialectical tension between everyday life, which forms the “foreground” of the landscape (i.e. the environment we are currently in), and the potentials that constitute the “background” of the landscape (encompassing all broader forces ranging from history to spatialised relations of power). He understands landscape as a historical process stemming from the aforementioned dialectic; however, similar to Ingold (1993), he focuses primarily on the individual’s dwelling within a particular environment. Yet, despite the different intentions of Hirsch and Ingold, this immersion of the human being into the landscape ultimately results in its division into an environment of immediate action and an object separated from the human subject, which serves as a background to human activity. My approach differs in that I focus primarily on work and other practices that possess their own history and duration, rather than on immediate, momentary actions within a given environment. Central to the transformation of the cultural landscape of the Natisone Valleys was sustained and seasonal engagement with the environment and with work on the landscape itself – above all livestock farming and the cultivation of food crops. As already demonstrated, and to be elaborated further, the inhabitants do not perceive the landscape as a mere backdrop, separate from human beings, nor simply as the immediate environment of their actions. They account for its transformation in terms of human labour, or the absence of it, both of which are long-term processes.


			My study of landscape aligns more closely with the approach of the American geographer Kenneth Olwig (2013: 258), who conceives landscape as an amalgamation of two concepts – landscape as a visual representation of the earth’s surface, and landscape as the appropriation of that surface by a political community. He points out that in English the term landscape derives from landscape painting and refers merely to the visual dimension, that is, to the appearance of the land. In Germanic languages, however, the term Landschaft (landscape) also carries an earlier meaning: a bounded territory subject to common laws and therefore associated with a human community. This is why Olwig contends that the study of landscape should encompass both meanings: the image of the landscape and the historically conditioned and continually changing conceptions and uses of land, particular places or regions, and natural resources, as well as the meanings arising from community, laws, customs, and culture (Olwig, 1996: 630–645; see also Olwig, 2013).


			In addition to the fundamental understanding of landscape outlined above, phenomenological approaches are also partly relevant to my work, since alongside the historical formation of landscape I am interested in local perceptions of the environment and in the concrete, bodily modes of being present within it. At present, phenomenological approaches are at the forefront of the anthropological study of landscape (for a critical remark on this trend, see Kozorog, 2019a). Tim Ingold advocates studying landscape through a “dwelling perspective”, which rejects dichotomies between nature and culture, and between internal feeling and external fact in relation to the landscape. It therefore presupposes a bodily immersion in the landscape (Ingold, 1993; cf. Bajič, 2016). Similarly, Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum (2017: 5–10; 174–288) examine the embodied experience of landscape, understanding people and landscape as intertwined within a network of material and social relations. They understand landscape as an existential foundation for our embodied movement, in which we are both within it and in relation to it, since it affects us; in this mutual relationship, bodies and landscapes shape one another.


			Phenomenological approaches do not view people and landscape as separate, nor do they regard human activity as merely embedded in the landscape; rather, they see it as an inherent part of it. In these approaches, as Barbara Bender (2001: 83) notes, place takes precedence over time. Historical and political aspects are thus relegated to the background, as phenomenological anthropologists of landscape are primarily interested in people’s direct experiences of the environment. Since this monograph primarily examines a historically produced landscape, phenomenological approaches are not the primary focus of my research.


			I agree with the definition offered by Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern (2003: 11), who write that landscape can play a significant role in social conceptions of identity, as it brings together material perspectives (politics, economy, materiality) and symbolic perspectives (cultural meanings) that are interconnected within the landscape. I therefore believe that the study of landscapes can provide a comprehensive insight into the society under study, which is why I approach landscape holistically, paying attention to both its material and symbolic dimensions. In the Natisone Valleys, I examine spatial practices and representations, which I understand as relatively interdependent: they influence one another, although neither determines the other in an absolute sense (see also Vranješ, 2008). In this context, I am interested both in how these practices reflect the socio-economic context and in the meanings that actors attribute to spatial practices and to space itself, in relation to their biography and current position.


			In line with the research approach outlined above, I begin my examination of the landscape in this monograph by describing the history of agriculture in the Natisone Valleys. I show that the shaping of the cultural landscape was particularly influenced by grazing and cattle rearing, by forms of land use (see Musoni, 1898, 1914; Turnšek, 1954a, 1954b; Beguš, 2015; Ledinek Lozej, 2019), and by inheritance practices (see Cole and Wolf, 1999; Sacchi and Viazzo, 2014). I regard landscape as dependent on both ecological and social factors (see Guille-Escuret, 1998: 227; Cole and Wolf, 1999: 126; Viazzo, 2014); accordingly, I examine it with regard to the prevailing socio-political conditions of each period, while also taking into account the specific environment of the Natisone Valleys – the effects of different altitudinal zones, climate and other environmental constraints. This study explores how society in these valleys has adapted to the environment, as well as how this adaptation has changed over time. I draw on the findings of anthropologists who argue that the adaptation of societies to the environment is a product of past experiences, history, and external factors, which is why societies may adapt differently even to comparable environments (Cole and Wolf, 1999: 120; see also Viazzo, 2014; Baskar, 2015; cf. Steward, 1955; Rappaport, 1977). In line with this, George Guille-Escuret (1998: 227) convincingly argues that there is no ecological constraint that can be separated from social constraint, since no natural force affects society independently of economic, political and symbolic systems.


			Agriculture, which had previously been the fundamental economic activity, gradually lost its importance for local livelihoods in the Natisone Valleys during the second half of the twentieth century. For this reason, the monograph examines the causes of the abandonment of agriculture – emigration (see Kalc and Kodrič, 1992; Kalc, 1997), the earthquake, generational change, agrarian policies (see Bacarella, 1999; Farolfi and Fornasari, 2011; Agnoletti, 2013), and other state interventions. In addition to the practices that influenced the shaping of the landscape, I also examine local perspectives on change, which, according to Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern (2003: 11) represent the symbolic dimension of landscape. Contemporary landscape practices are examined in the final and more extensive chapter of the monograph, where I focus on four landscape elements. These include dry-stone terraces situated alongside clustered villages, the paths that connect these villages, meadows located further away from them, and the chestnut trees growing on those meadows. For each of these elements I describe memories of their past use and maintenance, the meanings attributed to their overgrowth and decline, and contemporary practices aimed at their preservation.


			My research is therefore based on an understanding of the cultural landscape as a historical environment shaped by transformative human activity, which is endowed with meaning by different actors in relation to historical circumstances. Although the contemporary, increasingly forested landscape of the Natisone Valleys may appear to be a natural one, Mauro Agnoletti (2010: 51–55) emphasises that many landscapes commonly regarded as natural, such as forests, are in fact fundamentally shaped by human intervention (cf. Harper, 2003: 89–94; Tsing, 2015: 222–228). This is also evident on closer examination of the landscape of the Natisone Valleys: dry-stone terraces, grafted chestnut trees, recently overgrown meadows, toponyms and even abandonment itself can all be understood as forms of human intervention. I therefore understand landscape as a terrain transformed by human activity (Baskar, 2018: 661; see Basso, 1996: 6; Baskar, 1998: 254; Strang, 2003: 110; Agnoletti, 2006a: 26; Descola, 2018), while also examining how local inhabitants perceive non-human actors – such as the forest – which, as a consequence of agricultural abandonment, are playing an increasingly significant role in the landscape of the Natisone Valleys.
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			Photographer Pietro Peressutti. Photographed in June 2009.


			1.2. Demography of the Italian Hills: Between Marginality, Emigration, and Hope for a Better Future


			In certain respects, the hilly pre-Alpine area of the Natisone Valleys is comparable to other similar regions in Italy – the Treviso Pre-Alps (see Mattana, 2006), the Vicenza Pre-Alps (see Perco and Varotto 2004), as well as to other areas that have experienced depopulation in the recent past (see De Rossi, 2018). In the emic perception of the inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys, the area is characterised by economic underdevelopment, emigration, depopulation, and negative stereotypes associated with its population. Neither the widespread socio-political interpretation of Italy that divides the country into two Italies, north and south (see Schneider 1998), nor Arnaldo Bagnasco’s notion (1977) of three Italies provides an adequate framework for interpreting this area.


			It may be inferred that this perception was influenced by the devaluation of rural life and by the enduring hegemony of the urban ethos in Italy, where cities were understood as the foundation of national identity (Baskar, 2015: 599–602). In this regard, Nadia Breda (2013: 55) notes that imaginaries of the Alps in Italy are most often associated with the region’s past way of life and are therefore regarded less as places where people live than as areas intended for external users, primarily for recreation (cf. Gray, 2003). For this reason, but also because agrarian policies did not support mountain farming (see Bacarella, 1999; Del Panta, 2002; Farolfi and Fornasari, 2011) and because of limited industrial development, emigration from the Italian Alps in the second half of the twentieth century was so widespread that in some areas entire villages were almost deserted (see Marcuzzi, 1989; Zanini and Viazzo, 2020). Comparable processes of emigration also occurred in other mountainous regions of Italy, a country in which 41.6% of the territory is mountainous (Agnoletti, 2013: 23). 


			In the past, the mountains in Italy were considered problematic in themselves (Kozorog, 2013b: 136–138); however, in recent times there has been a shift in the evaluation of these areas. This shift is also reflected in the renewed settlement of mountainous areas. This demographic development was first recorded in the French Alps at the end of the twentieth century and, from the beginning of the twenty-first century, has also been observed in the Italian Alps, where a population decline once considered irreversible has gradually reversed and been replaced by growth. In 1,742 Alpine municipalities in Italy, the population increased by an average of 5 per cent between 2001 and 2011. Although population growth was not recorded across the entire Alpine area, elsewhere the decline in population has also been less precipitous (Zanini and Viazzo, 2020: 17). 


			In recent years, certain mountainous areas in Italy have become destinations of in-migration and sites for the production of authenticity, revitalisation, the promotion of local food and processes of heritage-making, and have thus become economically more prosperous regions (see Grasseni, 2004, 2005, 2012; Piermattei, 2007; Bonato, 2017; Ledinek Lozej and Vendramin, 2020). These changes are largely the result of European Union policies and new market opportunities (Piermattei, 2007), as well as shifts in individual preferences regarding place of residence, partly due to new global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (see Zanini and Viazzo, 2020). Fassio et al. (2014) note that, in this process of growing interest in the Alps, perceptions of these areas have shifted from seeing them as inhospitable, backward places to viewing them as places of opportunity. As a consequence, some people have begun to return to traditional livelihood practices, such as pastoralism, although the authors note that the idea that these are simply urban dwellers who have grown tired of the city is an oversimplification. 


			However, immigration is not evenly distributed across all the mountainous regions of Italy. These upland areas and the circumstances prevailing there are highly diverse, which is unsurprising given the extent of the territory they cover within the country. In their seminal anthropological study, John W. Cole and Eric R. Wolf (1999) convincingly demonstrated the extent to which ways of life and the dynamics of change can differ even between two neighbouring Alpine villages. They conducted their research in the Trentino–Alto Adige region, which was demographically relatively stable even during the period of emigration (Zanini and Viazzo, 2020: 17). Whereas Bruno Vecchio identifies the model of farm indivisibility as a reason for the preservation of agriculture in this region, Cole and Wolf (1999: 210–232; cf. Vecchio, 1989) found a preference for agricultural work in the village with German-speaking inhabitants, while in the village with Italian-speaking inhabitants they observed a stronger inclination towards emigration and tourism. This example is intended merely to illustrate the diversity that exists even in ecologically comparable areas of the Italian uplands. Levels of development, emigration and the relative prosperity of the population may differ significantly depending on numerous factors, such as altitude, the socio-economic situation of the region, the extent of tourism, and distance from major centres. Valle d’Aosta experienced population growth even at a time when emigration predominated in other parts of the Italian Alps, a trend facilitated by favourable tax legislation, investment in tourism, a monopoly on gambling and the exploitation of hydroelectric power (Riccarand, 2015). Meanwhile, the Southern Apennines continue to be characterised by emigration (see Teti, 2014, 2015, 2017), and the same applies to the mountainous interior of Sardinia (Lai, 2011: 25) and to certain pre-Alpine regions, including the pre-Alpine areas of Friuli Venezia Giulia (Löffler et al., 2014), where the Natisone Valleys are located.


			Researchers note that demographic decline after the Second World War was most pronounced in the Friulian Alps, a fact that continues to affect the region to this day. They argue that, unlike the eastern Italian Alps, the western Italian Alps have experienced population growth in recent decades because they were not depopulated to the same extent (Löffler et al., 2014: 3–6). However, Ernst Steinicke, Peter Čede, Roland Löffler and Igor Jelen demonstrate that the trend of re-immigration to mountain areas is spreading from west to east and has already reached the Friulian Alps, although this is not yet visible in statistical data (Steinicke et al., 2014). My research also corroborates this finding. Although the population in the mountainous parts of the Natisone Valleys has continued to decline (ISTAT 2023), in recent years several young people have resettled in the valleys – descendants of former inhabitants who had been living abroad, individuals from the Friulian lowlands and other parts of Italy, as well as residents of the Natisone Valleys who have moved to higher-lying villages. These incomers are often quite “visible” – active, engaged in the community – and are actively involved in efforts to revitalise these areas (cf. Löffler et al., 2014). Notwithstanding these individual instances of in-migration, local inhabitants generally do not perceive a broader reversal; rather, they often view incomers with a degree of suspicion and, above all, see them as isolated individuals rather than as potential harbingers of a trend that might render their valleys less depopulated and “remote” (Ardener, 2012).


			However, and this is of greater relevance to my research, in-migration will not necessarily stop the degradation of the cultural landscape. Researchers have shown that in-migration does not necessarily contribute to curbing overgrowth and the deterioration of the landscape. They argue that new forms of in-migration contribute to the revitalisation of these areas; however, they note that incomers are predominantly engaged in tourism and only rarely in agriculture. As a result, these new migration practices have not halted the overgrowth of the cultural landscape in most parts of the Italian Alps (Löffler et al., 2014: 1–12; Riccarand, 2015: 10; Mattalia et al., 2018: 749). Time will tell whether the trend of in-migration will truly extend to the eastern Alpine and pre-Alpine areas, as well as how this will influence the transformation of the local cultural landscape.
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			Photographer Pietro Peressutti. Photographed in December 2009. 


			1.3. The Continuity of Care and Landscape Revitalization Policies in Natisone Valleys


			Depopulation, emigration, and nostalgia are features common to (some) Italian mountainous and rural areas. Therefore, in contemporary times, several attempts at revitalising these areas are underway – on the islands and in southern Italy, this is being addressed through low property prices, aimed at attracting new settlers to nearly empty villages (see, for instance, Casa1euro, n.d.). Moreover, several initiatives are addressing the issue of depopulation, such as the “Repopulate Italy” initiative (riabitare l’Italia; see De Rossi, 2018). 


			Viazzo and Zanini characterise emptiness in the Alps as not merely demographic and spatial, but primarily socio-structural and cultural (2014: 8, 2020: 23, 2022: 134). On the other hand, they view emptiness as a potential for new solutions. In her ethnographic study of two Alpine villages, Roberta Clara Zanini (2021) showed that emptiness can positively influence the introduction of cultural innovations. Emptiness, understood as potential, contrasts with the emptiness described by Dace Dzenovska in the abandoned villages of Latvia (2020: 12–24). These villages were depopulated in the more recent past compared to the Italian ones, during the period following the transition from socialism to capitalism. There, emptiness is viewed as a transitional period between the world that has ended and the world that has yet to emerge. In the Natisone Valleys, emptiness may encompass both meanings – as a potential for innovation and creativity (see, for example, Šušnjar, 2019), as well as the end of an era, a region, and the local ethnic group. 


			In line with these two meanings, there are different approaches to “managing emptiness” in the Natisone Valleys (Dzenovska, 2020: 24) – that is, a specific logic of action required due to the depopulation of these areas. The actions of individuals stem from varying perspectives on the local landscape, which is why I categorise these perspectives and the resulting approaches as “supposedly continuous landscape” and “hope-shaped landscape”. Both envision perceptions and the associated ways of caring for the landscape, though they differ in intent. While the former seeks to find continuity in the landscape, the latter attempts to intervene with hope in order to awaken hidden landscape potentials. The proposed distinction is primarily an analytical tool for understanding various local relationships with the landscape, though these may overlap in individuals.


			“Supposedly continuous landscape” is thus based on perceptions and assumptions about continuity. On the one hand, continuity refers to the local perception that the cultural landscape in the past was relatively unchanging. It is widely assumed that the Slavs, who settled in the Natisone Valleys in the 7th century, shaped the landscape, and that their descendants kept it unchanged until the abandonment of agriculture in the second half of the 20th century, when overgrowth began. Thus, this viewpoint is marked by a nostalgic appeal to the past, ancestors, and local identity. The view of the “supposedly continuous landscape” simultaneously encompasses the affective dimensions of the environment and the subjective experience of nostalgia, as the overgrown landscape prompts locals to reminisce about their loved ones who are no longer present (cf. Navaro-Yashin, 2009).


			On the other hand, continuity is understood as the presumed preservation of the landscape “as it once was”. This is most often reflected in the care individuals take for family land or trees, and is emically perceived as a relatively continuous practice among locals (see Vranješ, 2008). However, despite the engagement in landscape care, this perspective views the demographic and symbolic emptiness of the Natisone Valleys as an inevitable end for the region and its landscape. Individuals oppose new, alternative land uses, as their motivations for work are not rooted in aspirations for the region’s future development, but rather in preserving the memory of their ancestors, in cleaning as a value in itself, and in establishing control over their private land through cultivation.


			The perspective of the “hope-shaped landscape”, however, involves investing hope in the landscape’s potential, which is often still hidden, yet individuals believe they can awaken it through their committed action. This perspective, like the first, merges perceptions of the landscape and the practices of landscape care motivated by perception. The landscape relationship may indeed be based on older practices; however, it differs from the “supposedly continuous landscape” in intent. The primary motivation behind landscape care is, in fact, hope for a better future for this depopulated region. The actors hope that the valleys, previously characterised by underdevelopment, emigration, and a lack of prospects, can be redefined and endowed with more optimistic connotations in the altered socio-political circumstances. They see the potential mainly in tourism development, assigning a key role to the cultural landscape. Hope, therefore, relates to the positive revaluation of this area, as well as the belief that, due to the altered quality of the region and new economic opportunities, (young) people may stay in the valleys, thereby reversing the unfavourable demographic trend.


			In the view of the “hope-shaped landscape”, landscape care has become part of the policy aimed at its revitalisation. Locals, however, recognise that new approaches and a new understanding of the landscape are necessary in order to reshape the valleys as distinct and identifiable. Thus, certain locals “shape” the landscape by imbuing it with new meanings, which are often perceived as “external”. From this perspective, they re-evaluate overgrowth, which is no longer seen as a sign of decline and the demise of the landscape, but rather as “wilderness” and “unspoilt nature”, where “authenticity” is recognised and perceived as contributing to the valleys’ market potential (cf. Repič, 2021a).


			Both approaches thus encompass not only perceptions, but also different forms of landscape care. In anthropological literature, care is primarily considered in terms of care for fellow human beings (see Buch, 2015; Thelen, 2015; Addlakha, 2020; Rapp, 2020), and less frequently as care for the environment (cf. Scaramelli, 2018; Hilton, 2022: 266). In the monograph, I understand care in line with feminist discussions of the concept and view it as ambivalent: while it presupposes love and is regarded as distinctly positive, it may also be physically and emotionally taxing, gendered, and depleting (see Tronto, 1993; Zaviršek, 2019; Addlakha, 2020).


			Amanda Hilton defines care practices relating to olive groves in Sicily as part of a moral economy, yet she interprets them beyond idealised conceptions of care. While such practices involve love, respect, and dedication, they are also arduous and exist in dialectical tension with the region’s economic and environmental decline (2022: 263–266). This may also be applied to practices of caring for the landscape of the Natisone Valleys. On the one hand, such care can be arduous, particularly for older residents, and exhausting due to the sense that the landscape is irreversibly deteriorating regardless of the exerted effort. On the other hand, the dilemma between caring for the landscape and allowing its (even more rapid) decline to proceed is itself a difficult one. While, through their care for the landscape, the inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys symbolically domesticate “nature” and establish order within it (cf. Stacul, 2003: 40), overgrowth, in local conceptualisations, signifies the contraction of the domesticated world, which is becoming increasingly wild (cf. Guo, 2003: 203; Descola, 2018: 62).
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			Photographer Pietro Peressutti. Photographed in March 2010. 


			


			1.4. Methodological Approaches and Reflections


			The research is based on a one-month preliminary study, eight months of fieldwork in the Natisone Valleys, and several shorter field visits. The preliminary research was conducted in February 2020; due to difficulties in securing accommodation in the valleys at the time, I was based in Udine. From there, I travelled to the Natisone Valleys to attend events and conduct interviews, thereby “entering” the field, about which I had known relatively little prior to beginning the research. In the summer of 2020 and the winter of 2021, I made several trips from Ljubljana to the valleys, either to attend events or simply to spend a weekend there. During the COVID-19 pandemic, a prolonged stay in the valleys was difficult to arrange. The extended phase of fieldwork, however, was carried out in 2021 and 2022. I stayed in the municipality of Stregna (Srednje) from mid-March until mid-November 2021. During the first two months, I resided in the village of Polizza (Polica), and subsequently spent a further four months in the village of Clinaz (Klinac). I later resided in the same village for additional two months in 2022.
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			Village of Clinaz (Klinac). Photographed by Tina Ivnik in August 2023. 


			


			I conducted 76 semi-structured interviews, in addition to numerous informal conversations with local residents and others who frequent the area. The research included inhabitants from all of the valleys; however, owing to where I was based, most of my interlocutors came from the higher-lying areas, particularly from the municipalities of Stregna (Srednje) and Drenchia (Dreka). I employed the participant observation method (see Eriksen, 1995: 25–28) during my residence in the village, where I observed the everyday rhythms of the inhabitants, their interactions and their engagement with the landscape, as well as at the numerous events that took place in the valleys during my fieldwork. These included village festivals (senjam), Sunday Mass, the midsummer bonfire, rožinca, tourist hikes, the chestnut festival (burnjak), Carnival, the “Return of Haymakers” (Vrnitev senoseku) event, Emigrants’ Day, the Stazione di Topolò - Postaja Topolove festival, the IKARUS festival, as well as private celebrations (such as a master’s thesis defence celebration, birthdays, and the erection of the purton prior to a wedding). I took part in meetings where local residents deliberated on the potential restoration of the chestnut groves, and I visited several of the many local ethnographic collections. 


			In the broadest sense, what connects my interlocutors is their relationship with the Natisone Valleys. In conducting the research, I did not limit myself solely to “locals”, as this is emically understood, but included all those who fulfil at least one “criterion of belonging” – those who have lived in the valleys for a long time, those who return sporadically, those who are actively involved in the community, or those who are connected to the valleys through a house name. Understandings of who counts as a “local” vary not only between newcomers and residents, but also among the residents themselves. Disagreements arise particularly in relation to the position of “returnees”. These include individuals who have “returned” to the valleys after several generations of emigration, as well as those who have been returning every summer for decades. Classifications of those who have married into the community differ as well, as do views on people who may not have ancestors from the valleys yet have lived there for a considerable length of time and are actively engaged in local life. Like all remote places, the Natisone Valleys are “full of outsiders” (Ardener, 2012: 527). Ardener adds that such places are not in fact full of outsiders; rather, this is a matter of perception, as outsiders are more visible there than, for instance, in urban centres. In any case, classifications of newcomers, outsiders, emigrants and their descendants are contextual and fluid, which is why I did not confine my research to a category of “locals”, whether narrowly or loosely defined. 


			To ensure anonymity, I assigned pseudonyms to the individuals involved. They are presented only descriptively, and in some instances I have altered information that is not essential to the substance of the research, such as place of residence, occupation, and similar details. When quoting a phrase or expression that has already become part of the locally circulating sayings of the valleys (cf. Vranješ, 2017: 56), I do not specify an interlocutor. In many cases, I do not indicate the precise place of residence, but only the municipality in which interlocutors live, or I describe the characteristics of the place in another way. 


			In my research, I also employed a “walking methodology” (see Kusenbach, 2003; Lee and Ingold, 2006: 69; Ledinek Lozej et al., 2018; Rogelja Caf and Ledinek Lozej, 2021: 77). From a methodological perspective, organised group walks proved particularly useful. I took part in walks organised in the valleys by the local tourist organisation and by the Mountaineering Society of Benečija (slo. Planinska družina Benečije). These offered me opportunities for spontaneous conversations with people I might not otherwise have come into contact with. At times, I conducted interviews while walking. Evans and Jones (2011: 850–854) argue that such interviews are shaped by the sensory stimuli of the environment and may last longer than seated interviews because silences feel more natural, and movement encourages people to speak more spontaneously about places. I also agree with Joe Lee and Tim Ingold (2006: 69), who suggest that the rhythm of walking produces a particular sense of closeness and connection among the people who walk together. 


			In their reflections on the advantages of a “walking methodology”, Nataša Rogelja Caf and Špela Ledinek Lozej (2021: 75) further emphasise the unforced transition into a walking interview, the emergence of thoughts stimulated by movement and changing surroundings, as well as the more relaxed and trusting interviews that can arise in such circumstances. Thus, I accompanied interlocutors to places of personal significance, joined them in collecting chestnuts, walked with them along paths they had recently cleared, and herded sheep with a shepherd. In addition, walking also enabled me to develop spatial orientation. Once I had familiarised myself with certain locations, it was easier to participate in conversations with local residents. I believe that, in this way, I also demonstrated that I already possessed some knowledge of the valleys and thereby avoided the basic repertoire of information usually offered to outsiders unfamiliar with the area.


			The inhabitants were often aware of my presence in the valleys. For example, I once met a new acquaintance who said to me, “Oh, so you’re the one living in Clinaz?” People were occasionally informed about whom I had already spoken to; at times they criticised my choice of interlocutors, while on other occasions they offered advice on whom I really ought to speak to. This was frequently linked to their assumptions about what I was researching. I believe that local perceptions of the valleys influenced ideas about my research interests. There is a widespread view that traditions, folklore, old beliefs and similar practices have been better preserved there due to the region’s lack of development, which is why people interested in past ways of life and “old things” are thought to come there. I understand the idea of the Natisone Valleys as a repository of “old things” as an expression of the locals’ desire to reinterpret the area as authentic (see Green, 2005: 8). 


			The inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys were therefore not surprised by the presence of an ethnologist. On the contrary, I had the impression that my being there was perfectly understandable to them. Throughout the entire period of fieldwork, no one asked me what anthropology or ethnology is, a question to which anthropologists and ethnologists are otherwise accustomed to responding. I assume that the locals have already experienced that such remote regions attract anthropologists/ethnologists (see also Ardener, 2012: 522); furthermore, research with ethnological elements is of interest to local researchers as well (see e.g. Gariup et al., 1994; Rucli, 1998, 2003; Cernetig, 2009; Ruttar and Zanini, 2009; Battistig, 2019).


			The research was also likely influenced by my nationality. I found it easier to establish contact with individuals who identify as members of the Slovene linguistic minority. These individuals are also often active in associations and are therefore more “visible”, which is why I initially turned to them in my research. Later, I made a conscious effort to establish contact with those who hold different views, namely people who reject Slovene identification. There is a noticeable degree of polarisation in the valleys, largely structured around residents’ identifications. People belonging to different political orientations frequently participate in separate associations and attend different events and even different spaces. I therefore sought to include both “sides” in my research, as well as those who do not align themselves with either of them. 


			


			In the field, I conducted conversations in both Slovene and Italian. It took me several weeks to become accustomed to the local dialect and understand it better. I spoke Italian with people who were not proficient in the dialect, as well as with those who did use it but expressed a wish to speak Italian with me. I believe that this decision was often motivated by a sense of inadequacy in speaking Slovene and by concern that they would not be able to articulate complex issues satisfactorily in the dialect. I often had the impression that this choice was also shaped by a perception of the dialects as inferior, as well as by the feeling that I might not understand them. I regretted this, given my personal affinity for this beautiful-sounding dialect, but I nevertheless respected the preferences of my interlocutors. 


			However, my research also has certain limitations. The scope of the area under consideration proved to be a considerable research undertaking, and I therefore believe that I was unable to capture all of its diversity. An attentive local reader will no doubt notice that, in their valley, municipality or village, a particular object may have been referred to by a different term, that chestnuts were stored in other ways, or that overgrowth occurred at a different pace. Although I generally communicated with local residents without difficulty, I presume that certain nuances were nevertheless lost in translation. I sincerely hope, however, that I have not omitted anything essential and that this text contributes new knowledge about the landscape of the Natisone Valleys and local perspectives on it.


			


			

				

						1 Nevertheless, in the monograph I use the term more widely employed in English and Italian – Slavia Friulana. The extent of this area is discussed in the next chapter.



						2 This is not surprising, given that, as noted by Bojan Baskar, the Tuscan landscape became a model of the Italian national landscape (2002: 111–112).



				


			


		




		

			


			2. Place, identities, memories


			2.1. (Un)Ambiguous Borders of the Natisone Valleys and the Shifting Boundaries of Slavia Friulana


			The Natisone Valleys (Valli del Natisone) are located in north-eastern Italy, in the region of Friuli Venezia Giulia, on the border with Slovenia. They comprise four valleys – the Erbezzo Valley (Valle dell’Erbezzo), the Cosizza Valley (Valle del Cosizza), the Alberone Valley (Valle dell’Alberone), and the Natisone Valley (Valle del Natisone). The area belongs to the pre-Alpine zone and is quite hilly. Within the valleys there are seven municipalities: Stregna (Srednje), San Leonardo (Podutana), Grimacco (Grmek), Savogna (Sovodnja), Drenchia (Dreka), Pulfero (Podbonesec), and San Pietro al Natisone (Špeter). The centre of the latter is the settlement of the same name, San Pietro al Natisone (Špeter), a larger settlement at the foot of the valleys. It is significant primarily as a focal point of the valleys and because, in comparison with other places, it still retains a greater number of functioning services (a pharmacy, shop, museum, several bars and a pastry shop, two schools, a kindergarten, and a post office). A prominent nearby town is Cividale del Friuli (Čedad).
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			Map of the Natisone Valleys. Source: openstreetmap.org/copyright.


			The established designation for this area is Slavia Friulana,3 or – more commonly among local residents – Benečija.4 Opinions among the inhabitants concerning the extent of this territory, which is understood to be defined by a shared “culture”, its historical experience, and comparable contemporary characteristics (above all its borderland position, the ethnic distinctiveness of the population, and its marginality), are far from uniform. The inhabitants of the area widely identify as Venetian Slovenians (Beneški Slovenci) or Benečani. 


			The exonym (Slavia Friulana) and the endonym (Benečija) may geographically coincide, but they do not necessarily do so. Some residents interpret the term “Slavia Friulana” as referring to a broader area5 (including the Torre Valley/Valle del Torre, the Cornappo Valley/Valle del Cornappo, and the Natisone Valleys), while they use the endonym to denote a narrower region, namely only the Natisone Valleys.6 The Judrio Valley (Valle dello Judrio) is most often omitted; however, based on my ethnographic experience, the higher-lying villages of the Judrio Valley bordering the Natisone Valleys are generally regarded as belonging to the shared space. Debates on this matter, which I frequently documented in the field, are significant above all because they disclose how locals conceptualise the scope of the “shared space”. To illustrate the difficulty of precisely defining this area, the following vignette may serve as an example:


			In the car, I asked Salvatore whether the Judrio Valley should also be considered part of Benečija. He was visibly pleased with the question – I believe because local opinions regarding the boundaries of Benečija differ, and he was glad to be able to provide me with his own explanation. He muttered that there is a great deal of uncertainty today concerning the borders of Benečija, which he attributes primarily to Italian nationalists, but also to the local population. In his view, Benečija encompasses the entire area that once belonged to the Venetian Republic and was inhabited by Slovenes, and which today lies within Italy. I replied that, in that case, the Judrio Valley must also form part of Benečija, and he seemed satisfied that I had understood. […] He added that this valley does not geographically belong to the Natisone Valleys, as the River Judrio flows into the River Torre, but the historical boundary does not coincide with this division – the Judrio Valley was also part of the Venetian Republic and therefore historically formed part of this territory; moreover, Slovenes live there as well. (Field diary, 18. 8. 2022)


			In the broadest understanding, Slavia Friulana encompasses all territories of the former Venetian Republic inhabited by Slavic-speaking populations. In this sense, Slavia Friulana includes the Natisone and Torre Valleys,7 the right bank of the Judrio River, the Resia Valley (Val Resia), and villages that are now on the Slovenian side of the border but were part of the Venetian Republic until its dissolution – Robidišče, Breginj, Livek, and Logje (see Duša and Kočar, 1999: 19–22). Jernej Mlekuž (2004a: 141) notes that this designation was more widespread among earlier writers (see e.g. Rutar, 1899; Musoni, 1912), whereas after the Second World War, researchers more frequently treated Resia Valley as a distinct area.


			Today, the broadest conception of the area is most commonly adopted by those local inhabitants who wish to emphasise the presence of the Slovene linguistic minority. However, the notion of a shared sense of connectedness based on the ethnic identifications of the local population is questionable – perhaps most notably in the Resia Valley (see Dapit, 2001; Valentinčič, 2015a; 2015b; 2016). This understanding is therefore relatively uncommon, both among researchers (cf. e.g. Rutar, 1899: 4; Stranj, 1989: 25; Kalc, 1997) and among local residents. Researchers most frequently include the Natisone and Torre Valleys, as well as the previously mentioned villages on the Slovenian side of the border, within Slavia Friulana (see e.g. Bufon, 1992). A conception that encompasses the Torre and Natisone Valleys within Slavia Friulana is likewise often found among local inhabitants (see Tomasetig, 2011; Banchig, 2013; Banchig et al., 2019). There is greater interaction among the inhabitants of these areas; all of them belong to the pre-Alpine region, and these valleys were also more closely interconnected in the past.8 Some locals, however, include only the Natisone Valleys within Slavia Friulana.9


			Some residents of the villages on the right bank of the Judrio Valley, which administratively belong to the municipality of Prepotto (Prapotno), also identify as Venetian Slovenes (or Benečani). This largely depends on their family history and social ties (for instance, historical intermarriage, past shared labour with inhabitants of neighbouring valleys, or the location of family meadows). In addition, certain higher-lying villages in the municipality of Torreano (Tovorjana) are likewise included within Slavia Friulana, since this municipality, like Prepotto (Prapotno), falls under the Legislative Provisions for the Protection of the Slovene Linguistic Minority in the Region of Friuli Venezia Giulia (Law 38/2001; see Globočnik, 2005: 37; Peršič, 2008: 15).


			Much like the differing understandings of the extent of Slavia Friulana, the delineation of the Natisone Valleys is likewise marked by uncertainty as to their boundaries. In emic conceptualisations of the region, tensions arise between geographical (topographical) features and administrative or historical borders, which locals interpret in various ways. The boundary between the Judrio Valley and the Natisone Valleys is therefore particularly interesting, as some villages administratively belonging to the municipalities of Stregna (Srednje) and Drenchia (Dreka) are, geographically speaking, situated within the Judrio Valley. Nevertheless, their inhabitants identify with the Natisone Valleys – most likely because, in this case, administrative boundaries prevail over geographical ones.


			Unlike the hard-to-define boundaries discussed above, the border between the Natisone Valleys and the lowlands inhabited by the Friulian population is perceived as relatively unambiguous. It is determined with reference to topographical features: the Natisone Valleys (or indeed Slavia Friulana as a whole) are located in mountainous terrain, whereas Friuli (and the Friulian population) are situated in the lowlands. A widespread view is that the key point of demarcation is the bridge at Ponte San Quirino (Pri mostu), which crosses the River Natisone. Among local residents, I frequently encountered accounts emphasising that this boundary is thought to have remained unchanged for a very long period:


			And if you think about it, back then, for example, they fought battles with the Lombards for 200 years, and that is when this border emerged, which has remained fixed ever since. We Slovenes were in the mountains, while the Lombards – that is, the Italians – were on the plain. (Salvatore, 26. 2. 2020; see also Marinelli, 1912: 160; Brnaški, 1945: 74; Predan, 1973: 35)


			In the monograph, I examine the Natisone Valleys as a whole, as they are understood by their inhabitants. My research therefore includes villages which, geographically speaking, belong to the Judrio Valley but are administratively part of the municipalities of the Natisone Valleys. I spent most of my fieldwork in the village of Clinaz (Klinac), one such village in the municipality of Stregna (Srednje). Although this constitutes a relatively extensive area for ethnographic research, I wish to emphasise that it is not a uniform or homogeneous space. The most evident differences relate to altitude and distance from the larger centres in the lowlands. In the past, variations in topography likewise influenced methods of cultivation, livestock farming, and the types of crops grown, which I will discuss further in the subsection on the history of agriculture. In contemporary terms, these differences manifest themselves in demographic patterns (the lower parts of the valleys are more densely populated), in land use (agricultural activity is largely concentrated in the flatter areas), and also in external influences (dialect is more widely used in higher-lying villages, while Italian predominates in the lower ones). The municipality of Drenchia (Dreka), being the most distant from the Friulian plain, occupies the highest position in the “hierarchy of abandonment” (Green, 2005: 8) and is perceived as the most marginal. 


			Individual villages, municipalities, altitude zones, and valleys therefore differ from each other, including in their past and present practices of shaping the landscape. Because I included the valleys as a whole in my research, I may have generalised certain practices and omitted others; nevertheless, throughout the monograph, I aim to take local variations into account. To avoid generalisations, I specify, for each interlocutor where relevant, which municipality they are from, or otherwise delineate the space to which they “belong”. I refer to municipalities because this allows me to preserve the anonymity of interlocutors, but also because residents more frequently define their sense of place in relation to the municipality rather than to the village.


			Campanilismo (local chauvinism), as discussed by Stacul (2003: 95–99), that is, the expression of pride in and attachment to one’s home village or its church bell, did not, somewhat surprisingly, emerge as a broadly applicable concept for analysing how residents position themselves spatially (cf. Brumen, 2000: 229; Baskar, 2002: 109; Stacul, 2003: 95–99; Baskar, 2004: 3). Although I did observe it on a few occasions, for instance in the form of a large photograph of the home village displayed in a communal gathering space, I presume that, due to depopulation, larger units (such as municipalities or the Natisone Valleys as a whole) are now more relevant for spatial self-identification. The aforementioned exception may support this interpretation, as it concerned a relatively densely populated village. The relevance of campanilismo may be more pronounced among emigrants, as suggested by the following entry from my field diary, which refers to the Torre Valleys:


			Alessandro told me that emigrants from his village, when they return to the valleys in the summer, always listen to and record the sound of the village church bells. They told him that they play these recordings when they feel homesick abroad. It also occasionally happens that, when someone dies abroad, for instance in Australia or Canada, the emigrants ask the villagers to ring the church bells at home for the deceased. (Field diary, 28. 2. 2021)


			Despite references to different spatial units, I maintain that local residents perceive the Natisone Valleys as a coherent and interconnected whole, which also legitimises my treatment of what is, admittedly, a relatively extensive area. Emically, they are understood as a space unified by various shared characteristics. It is defined above all by the local identification of the inhabitants, which relates less to individual villages and more to the valleys as a whole. The previously described distinction between the valleys and the “outside world” is likewise important for perceiving this area as unified. I find that local identification is further shaped by reference to former ways of life, fundamentally marked by agricultural labour and dense settlement, the result of which was a cultivated cultural landscape. Remembrance of this past, of broader socio-political developments, and of a shared way of speaking today generates a sense of a “shared culture” in the valleys. This sense is further reinforced by the comparable challenges faced by residents in the present – emigration, mountainous terrain, marginality, and overgrowth. As already noted, the past is crucial to perceiving the area as a unified entity, with collective memory of the “golden age” under the Venetian Republic occupying a particularly prominent place. Historical experience and the social memories associated with it will be discussed in greater detail in the following subsection. 


			
2.2. “When Napoleon came, everything was over for us here”: The Past of the Valleys Between Memory and History 


			To understand local interpretations of the past, and thereby also of the present, I begin by summarising the historical events and periods essential for grasping the context of my research, while also outlining the collective memories of the population (Halbwachs, 2001). In my understanding of collective/social memory, I follow the reflections of Borut Brumen, who argues that locals use it to construct an image of the social world in the past and to organise that past in relation to the present (Brumen, 2000: 28–29; 408–409). Today, inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys employ social memory to explain the marginality of the area and the small number of its inhabitants, features that have not always characterised the valleys. In addition, social memory serves to legitimise aspirations for the future of the region, particularly those associated with “restoring” its former relevance and significance. In what follows, I therefore outline historically dated events, i.e. an ostensibly objective sequence of turning points, alongside the social memories associated with them. I do not treat these two dimensions separately, but rather in an interwoven manner, while maintaining clarity as to what constitutes actual historical events and what represents socially constructed memories of them.


			The Natisone Valleys were part of the Venetian Republic between 1420 and 1797. During this period, the local population enjoyed judicial and administrative autonomy as well as a number of privileges, the most significant of which was tax exemption (Beguš, 2015: 25; see also Turnšek, 1954b: 16; Vilfan, 1996; 216–217; 333–334). Ines Beguš (2015: 187–192) argues that the valleys were granted privileges and autonomy – forms of governance otherwise common in the Venetian Republic in relation to mountainous border regions – due to limited resources and the resulting poverty of the local population, as well as with the aim of securing local border protection and maintaining the loyalty of the inhabitants.10 In collective memory, this period is imbued with characteristic nostalgic images of “golden times” (cf. Jezernik, 2013: 215). As Miha Kozorog (2014a: 78) has likewise observed, the past under the Venetian Republic has remained inscribed in Venetian Slovene identity to this day.


			Following the fall of the Venetian Republic, the Natisone Valleys experienced a period of frequent political transitions. In 1797, they were under Napoleonic occupation for several months before being incorporated into the Habsburg Monarchy. In 1805, the area once again came under Napoleonic rule, and in 1814, it reverted to Habsburg control (Barbina and Battigelli, 1980: 339; see also Vilfan, 1996: 372). In the social memory of local residents, this turbulent period of recurrent regime changes is recalled as the time when autonomy, privileges, and common property (kamunje) were abolished. Metod Turnšek, presumably drawing on accounts from local residents, writes that “the French abolished the neighbourhood communities (sosednje), felled the lime trees, and smashed the stone tables”11 (Turnšek, 1954b: 17; see also Rutar, 1899: 167), adding that “in Austria […] from 1833 onwards, gatherings in the neighbourhood communities were explicitly prohibited” (Turnšek, 1954b: 18). The following interlocutor statements are consistent with these understandings of the end of abundance and of the “golden age” following the collapse of the Venetian Republic:


			I1: The Natisone Valleys had autonomy, under the Patriarchate [during the period of the Patriarchate of Aquileia], and also when Venice [the Venetian Republic] ruled.


			I2: But back then we had […] all that fruit, […] there was everything.


			I1: Yes, yes, we had all these things, and it all carried on. But when Napoleon came through […] everything was over for us here. (Edoardo and Ludovica, 4. 6. 2021)


			In social memory, the prevailing sentiment towards the period following the collapse of the Venetian Republic is one of lost privileges and diminished autonomy. It is therefore regarded as marking the end of the “golden age” under the Venetian Republic, irrespective of whether the French or the Austrians ruled during particular periods.12


			The Natisone Valleys formed part of the Habsburg Monarchy until 1866, when, following the Monarchy’s military defeat, they were ceded to the Kingdom of Italy (Taylor, 1956: 142–143; Bufon, 1992: 78). A plebiscite on incorporation into the Kingdom of Italy was then held across the entire annexed territory, although scholars emphasise that it served merely as a formality (see Bufon, 1992: 78; Banchig, 2016).13 The Natisone Valleys have thus remained part of Italy since 1866. The border established at that time remained in place until the end of the First World War, when, under the Treaty of Rapallo, it was shifted further east. The pre-war border was re-established after the Second World War. With minor adjustments, this border was formally confirmed in 1975 by the Osimo Agreements (see Osimo Treaty, 1987; Valentinčič, 2015b: 168).


			In the post-Second World War period under consideration, the geopolitical context of the Cold War is of particular relevance. It features prominently in the social memories of local residents, especially in connection with the politicisation of ethnicity, the capillary system of informants, the closing of the border, the presence of soldiers, and various restrictions (Kozorog, 2013b: 141; Kozorog, 2014a: 75; Kozorog, 2014b: 225; Kozorog, 2014c: 52). Although writings by local authors attest to the experiences of the population during this period (see e.g. Petricig, 1988, 1997; Zuanella, 1998), the impact of the Cold War has not yet been systematically examined (cf. Birtič, 1973; Stranj, 1989: 108–112; Komac, 1993, 1998; Cozzi, 2009; Zuljan Kumar, 2017: 39). In addition to, and as a consequence of, the Cold War, everyday life in the valleys was shaped by emigration, which became more widespread in the post-war period, and by the resulting demographic decline. In the two decades following the war, people predominantly left either for other countries or for other Italian regions; after the industrialisation of the Friuli Venezia Giulia lowlands, emigration shifted towards industrial centres there. During this period, the inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys were further affected by the 1976 earthquake and the subsequent phase of post-earthquake reconstruction. Emigration, the earthquake, and other factors that also influenced the cultural landscape of the Natisone Valleys are discussed in greater detail in the subsection on the history of agriculture in the Natisone Valleys.


			For the topic under consideration, the period of European integration in the 1990s is likewise of particular significance. Miha Kozorog describes this period as “pivotal”, primarily because it was marked by active efforts to identify possibilities for reconfiguring spatial relations in these areas (Kozorog, 2013a: 119; Kozorog, 2013b: 142; for the broader territory inhabited by the Slovene linguistic minority in Italy cf. Bogatec, 2016: 125; Brezigar, 2016: 26–29). From an emic perspective, this period is also regarded as one of optimism and new opportunities, above all due to the end of the burdensome Cold War. These new opportunities, however, did not have a favourable effect on the viability of farming and, consequently, on the preservation of the cultural landscape, as will become evident in the following chapters. Furthermore, the valleys were significantly affected by the opening of the border following Slovenia’s entry into the Schengen Area, as well as by the adoption of three laws aimed at protecting the linguistic minority: the Law on the Protection of Historical Linguistic Minorities (Norme in materia di tutela delle minoranze linguistiche storiche – hereinafter Law 482/1999), the Legislative Provisions for the Protection of the Slovene Linguistic Minority in the Region of Friuli Venezia Giulia (Norme a tutela della minoranza linguistica slovena della regione Friuli-Venezia Giulia – hereinafter Law 38/2001), and the Regional Law on the Protection of the Slovene Linguistic Minority (Norme regionali per la tutela della minoranza linguistica slovena – hereinafter Law 26/2007) (see Dapit, 2003; Valentinčič, 2015b: 167–170; Vidau, 2016: 55–56; Jagodic et al., 2016: 73).


			


			2.3. “What do they down in Trieste know about where Drenchia is?”: Hierarchies of Marginality in the Slovene–Italian Borderland


			In the present day, local residents largely perceive the area as marginal, underdeveloped, radically abandoned, but also authentic and traditional. Owing to the perceived lack of recognition of both the inhabitants and the region, the valleys are also marked by a sense of relative invisibility (cf. Green, 2005), a characteristic feature of “remote places” (Ardener, 2012; Kozorog, 2013b; see also Repič, 2021a). The valleys are not included in the Julian Prealps Nature Park (Parco naturale delle Prealpi Giulie), skiing tourism never developed there, and residents of the Natisone Valleys frequently compare their situation with that of the nearby Soča Valley (located just across the border in Slovenia), which has become a popular tourist destination (see Kozorog, 2009; Kravanja, 2021). Inhabitants see an additional reason for the sense of insignificance in the ethnic distinctiveness of the population, which is often interpreted as a factor behind the limited development of the area in the past.


			In his conceptualisation of “remote places”, Edwin Ardener (2012: 522–523) emphasises not only their physical but also their conceptual dimensions. Such places may therefore remain remote even when remoteness is no longer geographical, as it is defined by an imagined boundary. Thus, in light of the described absence of clear borders in the case of Slavia Friulana and the Natisone Valleys, the boundary between the “lowlands” and the “valleys” at the bridge crossing the Natisone River is striking precisely because of its perceived clarity and immovability.14 One interlocutor, who moved to the Natisone Valleys from another Italian town and, owing to his involvement in tourism, takes an active interest in local history, remarked:


			If you read articles from the eighties and nineties about Friulians who went over there to fill up [across the border to Kobarid], as soon as they entered the Natisone Valleys, at Ponte San Quirino… the first bar is called Giro di boa [Turning Point]. And it is no coincidence that it is called Turning Point. How shall I put it: like that buoy in the middle of the sea... Navigators know that an unknown world lies beyond it. They have to turn back. The bridge and that first bar are, let’s say, the boundary between the Slavic and the Latin worlds. It is the point where one says, “I’m entering foreign territory”, even if the [state] border is twenty kilometres further on. So they cross the area, the area that is very, very, very difficult […]. And on their way back, when they crossed the bridge again, […] everyone breathed a sigh of relief, because they felt at home. (Leonardo, 23. 9. 2021).15


			This boundary may be interpreted as one that defines the remoteness of the Natisone Valleys. It does not merely separate the two banks of the Natisone River, but also divides two topographically distinct areas and their inhabitants – the “highlanders” and the “lowlanders” – who, more importantly, are perceived as belonging to two distinct ethnic groups.


			Remoteness is therefore not primarily determined by inaccessibility or topography; rather, it is defined by a topological space articulated through a cultural vocabulary (Ardener, 2012: 523) – in this case one of cultural difference, which is at the same time ethnic difference. An interlocutor from Cividale del Friuli told me that the inhabitants of Cividale still regard the bridge over the Natisone as a more significant boundary than the state border, while the valleys are perceived as a space that is separate from, and different from, Cividale and the surrounding villages. The boundary between the “lowlands” and the “hills” is also noticed by the inhabitants of the Natisone Valleys. Donatelle Cozzi (2009: 160) describes this as a “two-border syndrome” – the existence of a state border and an informal boundary at the bridge. Nevertheless, I argue that the meanings attributed to this boundary differ considerably on either side; above all, “from the outside”, the boundary is perceived as far more difficult to cross, whereas those “on the inside” are accustomed to, and compelled to, traverse it (cf. Ardener, 2012: 524).


			My interlocutor described the perception of the radical otherness of the mountain inhabitants as follows: “So, people from Cividale del Friuli, from nearby places, from Udine, Friulians, saw the people [here] as strange, inaccessible people, because of the language, the dialect, the customs, the traditions, ecco. […] [For them,] this is a completely different area.” (Leonardo, 23. 9. 2021) I encountered similar explanations of difference on numerous occasions in informal conversations with visitors to the valleys from the lowlands.16 The perception of the valleys as a wholly other, radically different territory is often linked to an image of people perceived as more “wild”, who are seen as belonging to the “Slavic world”, to a world that has remained in the past (cf. Tsing, 1993: xv), and the valleys are occasionally interpreted as “part of the Balkans”, along with all the stereotypes associated with that region (see Jezernik, 2011). The perceived otherness is frequently evaluated negatively by “lowlanders”, who therefore view the valleys as inferior. However, some individuals, who perhaps correspond at least partially to the kind of outsiders in remote places described by Ardener (2012: 527), are fascinated by this difference, which leads them to visit the valleys from time to time or even to relocate there.
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