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Connecting Urban Post-War Heritage of Totalitarian Regimes
in Europe: the ATRIUM Cultural Route

Patrick Leech and Laure Marique

Introduction

A number of European cities bear the marks of the dictator-
ships and totalitarian regimes of the 20th century. The diffi-
culty of dealing with this difficult material legacy and the
debates generated around these sensitive and controversial
material witnesses of traumatic events has been conceived
of in terms of “dissonant heritage”, defined in Tunbridge
and Ashworth’s work (1995) as a heritage which contains
“messages that are dissonant in the context of the prevailing
norms and objectives or in terms of the dominant ideology™.!
The ATRIUM project (2011-2013) and the subsequent cul-
tural route “Architecture of Totalitarian Regimes in Europe’s
Urban Memory” which emerged from the project, with its
specific focus on the architectural and built heritage of these
regimes, is an example of the application of this general in-
terest in dissonant heritage to a concrete situation. Its strong
roots in local contexts and activity within the framework of
the Council of Europe may enable it to be a useful exam-
ple of the way in which local citizens can connect with this
dissonant heritage within a transnational, European context.

This article will try to illustrate the ways in which
ATRIUM has approached this dissonant heritage since 2011.
It will begin by giving a general presentation of ATRIUM,
followed by a brief history and overview of ATRIUM’s or-
igins as the result of a funded European project. It will then
explain the importance of the involvement of local citizens
in the management of this particular heritage and the “bot-
tom-up” and integrated approach which ATRIUM has en-
couraged. Lastly, it will discuss the importance of the trans-
national framework in which the route operates.

I. What is ATRIUM?

ATRIUM is a cultural route certified by the Council of Eu-
rope through the Enlarged Partial Agreement and its Cultural
Routes programme. This programme aims at developing mu-
tual understanding between European citizens by supporting
cultural routes which focus on topics of cultural heritage that
operate in a European framework. Following an application
for certification, a cultural route can be awarded the “Cul-
tural Route of the Council of Europe” label. Although there
is an emphasis on sustainable and ethical cultural tourism,
the primary function of the programme is to promote certain
shared European values, such as democracy, human rights,
and cultural exchange. The routes, then, function above all
as cultural routes, connecting different European towns and
cities within a single cultural frame, and not primarily as

tourist routes. Since 2014, ATRIUM has been a recognised
Cultural Route of the Council of Europe,* one of the 45 such
routes in 2021.°

ATRIUM’s focus is on the built architectural and urban
heritage of totalitarian or dictatorial regimes.* From Fascist
Italy in the period 1922 to 1945, to the socialist societies of
Eastern Europe from 1945 to 1989, it brings together differ-
ent European experiences with the aim of uncovering shared
historical elements and enabling citizens to come to terms
with the material heritage of these oppressive regimes and
their related traumatic stories. The novelty of ATRIUM is
that this legacy is recognised as a part of a shared European
heritage with a strong dialectical relation to the construc-
tion of democratic Europe as we know it. To reflect on this
legacy, both local and transnational, the ATRIUM Cultural
Route promotes critical discussions and multi-perspective
approaches in the local communities around the themes of
architecture and memory. The objective is thus not only a
reflection on architecture or memory, but on the connections
that can be made between these two terms.

Examples of material legacy of the totalitarian regimes of
the 20th century in terms of built urban and architectural her-
itage can be found in each of the 18 member cities or towns
of the route. At the time of writing, these are located in five
different European countries in southern and eastern Europe:
in Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy and Romania. ATRIUM
therefore focuses on the legacy of Fascism, as in the case
of the Italian municipalities (Bertinoro, Carbonia, Castroca-
ro Terme, Cervia, Cesenatico, Ferrara, Forli, Forlimpopoli,
Merano, Predappio, Torviscosa and Tresignana) as well as
in Croatia given the Italian expansion in the Fascist period
(Labin and Rasa); and on the legacy of Communism or So-
cialism, as in the case of Bulgaria (Dimitrovgrad and Sofia)
and Romania (Iasi and Stei). Albania, with its built heritage
from both the period under Italian fascist domination and
from the post-war socialist period, presents legacies from
both types of regimes.

To understand ATRIUM’s democratic position and its
vehement opposition to any positive reassessment of any
totalitarian or anti-democratic regime, the statute of the as-
sociation states in article 2 that its activity “is inspired by the
principle of the promotion of the values of democracy and
cooperation between peoples as the foundation for peaceful
and civil coexistence. In no case and in no way does the
Association accept expressions and forms of exculpation
for totalitarian, dictatorial, authoritarian or non-democratic
governments”. This article in its statute has been considered
necessary in order to make its political and ethical position
clear. This is particularly important in a context in which
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Fig. 1 Ceramic on the town hall in Dimitrovgrad (Bulgaria)

some political nostalgia could interpret ATRIUM as a way
of rehabilitating the regimes.

The management of the architectural and urban heritage
of regimes can represent a significant challenge for any local
administrators looking for new solutions to transform this
heritage into an asset for the democratic and sustainable de-
velopment of their communities. It should be pointed out,
however, that ATRIUM does not manage directly any of the
sites and has responsibility only for the running of the trans-
national association. ATRIUM is thus principally concerned
with promoting and encouraging a critical reflection on the
processes regarding the management of this complicated and
dissonant material heritage, encouraging at the same time its
preservation rather than destruction.

II. ATRIUM as a European project

As a European cultural route, ATRIUM has an important
transnational dimension, but the original ATRIUM project
had local origins, in Forli in Italy. From 1922, with the rise
to power of Benito Mussolini, this medium-sized provincial
city underwent an important process of urban transformation
and expansion. Indeed, Mussolini intended to build a new

Fascist city, a “citta del Duce”, conceived as a showcase for
the regime, a stopping place for pilgrims on their way to
his birthplace in Predappio, a small town in the hills outside
Forli. This city has therefore a very particular dissonant her-
itage.® After the end of the Second World War, the difficult
nature of the architectural legacy of the Fascist regime was
repressed and not openly discussed.” In the early 21st centu-
ry, when the question of what to do with this recent and un-
explored heritage was raised, the response was mixed, with
a rejection of the Fascist regime on the one hand, and the de-
sire to promote critically this historical past and architectural
heritage on the other. These two influences led to the formu-
lation of the ATRIUM project, born as a European project
with a significant European dimension. The project involved
a wide partnership made up of 18 different institutions from
eleven countries — Italy, Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bul-
garia, Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Slovenia, Serbia,
and the Slovak Republic — involving nine local or city gov-
ernments, two tourism development agencies, universities
and research centres, two information technology experts
and one National Ministry (the Bulgarian Ministry of Cul-
ture). The creation of this network led to the presentation of
the original ATRIUM project in September 2010 in response
to a call entitled “Development of transnational synergies for
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Fig. 2 Former Casa del Fascio e dell Ospitalita in Predappio (Italy)

sustainable growth area”, part of the South East Europe Pro-
gramme of the European Union. From January 2011 to June
2013, the ATRIUM-SEE project had as its specific objective
the foundation of a cultural route, with outputs including the
establishment of a knowledge base, the construction of an
institutional framework to manage the network, and three
experimental pilot events. The objective of the project was
to give birth to a cultural route which could approach the
legacy of totalitarian regimes from a new perspective. In this
way there could be a move away from the framework of
traumatic memory towards a multi-faceted approach to the
heritage as dissonant in which the material traces of regimes
could be examined thoroughly and interpreted in diverse and
complex ways.

One of the particular strengths of the original project lay
in the multiplicity of stakeholders, who joined forces to pro-
vide a sound knowledge base. This was particularly impor-
tant in a field as perfidious as dissonant heritage which nec-
essarily treats a topic that was experienced differently in dif-
ferent cultures. This work resulted in two extensive research
reports: the ATRIUM Transnational Survey of architectural
case studies with 71 case studies in ten different countries,
and a Manual of Wise Management, Preservation, Reuse
and Economic Valorisation of Architecture of Totalitarian

Regimes of the 20th Century.® These documents framed the
field of study of ATRIUM and demonstrated the impor-
tance and need for critical research on individual architects,
buildings or urban developments on a case-by-case basis.
The construction of this knowledge base, as well as the in-
stitutional framework and the pilot events that concluded the
project, were made possible through the financial support
given by the South East Europe Transnational Cooperation
Programme of the European Union. In this way, European
institutions, and in particular the programmes working to-
wards transnational cohesion,” demonstrated their support
for a project which was, and continues to be, delicate, com-
plex and controversial from a political and historical point
of view.

The particular constraints of project funding, however,
entailed some significant weaknesses. One of these was ge-
ographical limitation: the programme funding was restricted
to the 16 countries eligible for funding under the South East
Europe programme,'* and there was thus no possibility of in-
cluding in the project partners from, for example, Germany,
Poland or Spain. Another, naturally, was the finite temporal
scope of funding, limited to the period 2011-2014, cover-
ing start-up costs but with no further financing to guarantee
sustainability.
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Fig. 3 Former Enver Hoxha Museum in Tirana (Albania)

We may add a further comment on the integrated approach
to dissonant heritage. The original project, as has been men-
tioned, brought together a variety of different actors, includ-
ing universities, research centres, local associations, tourism
agencies, and local authorities. This variety was crucial to
the constitution of an appropriate knowledge base for the
route. But the different perspectives and interests of these
actors made it very difficult to integrate them into a single
workable governing body that could subsequently manage
the route. Thus, the statute of the transnational association,
the institutional framework which was chosen to govern the
route, laid down that full membership was to be limited to
municipalities and local governments, with other actors be-
ing involved only with subsidiary status as part of a ‘Uni-
versity and Research Centre Network’ or as ‘Friends of the
Route’. Addressing the question of how to include different
actors in the strategic running of the route, and in general
their inclusion in the development of the management of dis-
sonant heritage sites, remains a pressing concern.

ITI. Integrating local citizens

Since 2014, the ATRIUM cultural route and its members,
mainly local municipalities, have been committed to the in-
tegration of communities in their work. Indeed, it is felt that
active citizen participation and involvement is of paramount
importance to ATRIUM: citizens can be the best interpreters
or ambassadors of their own heritage. Local communities
are therefore integrated as principal actors in the co-con-
struction of new meanings and the reinterpretation of their
heritage. Many of the projects carried out by ATRIUM in
Forli, for example, have invited citizens to contribute to a
reflection on the issues raised. In particular, ATRIUM has
funded and promoted a series of plays, exhibitions and short
films on themes related to totalitarianism or non-democratic
regimes and in particular their relation to architecture and ur-
ban structures.'? ATRIUM has thus demonstrated its willing-
ness to offer a variety of approaches to the dissonant heritage
of the totalitarian regimes, especially through collaboration
with artists, actors and video art professionals. A good ex-
ample is the play I/ Muro/Die Mauer, which tells the stories
of the individuals who struggled to cross the Berlin Wall and

those who eventually brought it down. The play, the result
of two years of research including numerous interviews, was
presented to 500 high school students from Forli."

Another example is the “Totally Lost” project, a European
competition launched by a local association from the Forli
area, Spazi Indecisi (undecided spaces). Professional and
amateur photographers and videographers were asked to
send in photographs or videos of abandoned architecture re-
lating to a totalitarian or non-democratic past with the aim of
discovering and mapping this heritage. The competition re-
ceived a huge response from citizens, and a large number of
photos and videos were submitted. The selected images were
then exhibited in Forli but also subsequently in Luxembourg
and Gyor (Hungary) as part of an ongoing, open project.'*

This example of an activity supported by ATRIUM shows
that its focus is not only on new knowledge but also and per-
haps above all on the promotion of a new awareness among
local cultural associations and young people. In this, the
Route adheres to the principles and procedures of the Con-
vention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society," oth-
erwise known as the Faro Convention, formulated in 2005.
This convention follows a bottom-up approach by giving
importance to “the role of civil society and communities in
heritage governance as a way to promote human rights and
democracy (...), people-centred, inclusive, forward-looking,
more integrated, sustainable and cross-sectorial approaches
to cultural heritage, and (...) innovative models of participa-
tory governance and management of heritage”.'® In accord-
ance with the Faro Convention, ATRIUM aims to involve
local communities in the appropriation and creation of their
own heritage. The purpose is to help to establish new rela-
tionships between local authorities, local associations and,
of course, citizens, in order to stimulate the development of
projects for the benefits of local communities.

IV. ATRIUM as a European cultural route

In 2013, the network involved in the original transnation-
al cooperation project created the ATRIUM Association, a
non-profit association under Italian law, and in 2014, ATRI-
UM was officially awarded the “Cultural Route of the Coun-
cil of Europe” label. Recognition on the part of the Council
of Europe is subject to a re-certification process that all cer-
tificated Cultural Routes have to undergo every three years
in order to verify the extent to which they still comply with
the values and the development criteria the Council itself
lays down.

The European framework for ATRIUM is significant in
three main ways. First, recognition and certification on the
part of the Council of Europe provide ATRIUM with crucial
international legitimacy. The Council of Europe has its roots
in rights-based international jurisprudence, and its recogni-
tion of the work of ATRIUM gives it precisely the interna-
tional, institutional and scientific authority which is crucial
to its success. It is only too easy to misunderstand the intent
of ATRIUM and interpret it as an organisation whose inten-
tions are to reappraise positively non-democratic regimes.
Its intent, instead, as we have pointed out, is to constitute a
valid scientific and cultural frame within which to be able to
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critically assess and evaluate the enormous physical impact
of non-democratic regimes in 20th century Europe. But the
positioning of ATRIUM on a knife-edge between this critical
historical viewpoint and revisionism is always a balancing
act, and international recognition of the Council of Europe
is crucial to this positioning.

Second, the European framework enables ATRIUM to
work with other institutions and associations with common
objectives. The support and encouragement of the Europe-
an Institute for Cultural Routes based in Luxembourg has
been crucial in this respect, offering the opportunity to work
alongside other cultural routes in a variety of activities. Col-
laboration with other routes enables them all to benefit from
particular synergies and the development of managerial
competences through the systematic sharing of best prac-
tices. The European framework has also allowed ATRIUM
to collaborate successfully with other informal groups such
as the Urban Agenda for the EU Partnership on Culture and
Cultural Heritage, and in particular with the Action 10 ‘Dis-
sonant Heritage’ group.!”

Third, the cultural routes programme and the ‘quality
control’ exercised by the Council of Europe helps the route
identify and follow paths of development which are in line
with overall international criteria for cohesion and devel-
opment. For recertification, for example, the routes have to
demonstrate activity and strategic planning in five key areas:
research and development; European memory, history and
heritage; cultural exchange for young people; contemporary
cultural and artistic practice; and sustainable tourism. The
Council of Europe, then, functions not only to certify and
legitimate the individual cultural routes (particularly impor-
tant regarding a route such as ATRIUM which deals with
contested and difficult heritage), but also to give overall ori-
entation in terms of the activities and strategic development
of the route.

Conclusion
The European framework within which ATRIUM operates

enables local municipalities and citizens to collocate the
particular dissonance of their local heritage within a wid-

! J.E.TunBRIDGE and G. J. ASHWORTH, Dissonant Herit-
age. The Management of the Past as a Resource in Con-
flict, New York 1995, p. 30. See also T. LAHDESMAKI, L.
Passering, S. Kaasik-KrROGERUS and 1. van Huis (eds.),
Dissonant Heritages and Memories in Contemporary
Europe, Basingstoke 2019.

2 See Council of Europe, Cultural Routes Management:
from Theory to Practice. Step-by-step Guide to the
Council of Europe Cultural Routes, 2015.

3 Council of Europe, Explore all Cultural Routes by
Theme, 2021 [Online https://www.coe.int/en/web/cul-
tural-routes/by-theme. Accessed 08/10/2021].

er geographical and historical framework. The construction
of a common European perspective regarding the dissonant
heritage of its totalitarian or authoritarian regimes will be
slow and laborious. But the European perspective which the
cultural routes programme has offered to ATRIUM may be a
significant step in this construction.

ATRIUM has enabled a number of European cities with
their own particular dissonances to come together to pro-
mote a common heritage built out of these individual ex-
periences. The cities that make up the network include, at
the time of writing, Forli, the citta del Duce; Carbonia and
Tresigallo, foundation towns of Fascism, along with Labin
and Rasa in present-day Croatia; Merano, a city impacted
by the Italianisation of the Alto Adige region under Fas-
cism; Tirana in Albania, with its architectural heritage from
both the fascist and Enver Hoxa regimes; Stei and Iasi in
Romania, with their traces of the Ceaucescu regime; and
Dimitrovgrad, a city whose name inevitably recalls the
leader of the Bulgarian Communist Party. These cities may
at times have tried to forget parts of their history, but the
past has a habit of coming back. ATRIUM has thus cre-
ated a space, a forum in which these contested heritages
can be discussed beyond local and national borders. In this
way, dissonance can be embraced as an essential value and
a key interpretive tool. Heritage is a relation between past
and present, and must be constructed by local communi-
ties themselves through the participation of local citizens.
Through the process of appropriation and heritage-creation
proposed by ATRIUM, the legacy of totalitarian and dicta-
torial regimes can become a cultural heritage, something
which cannot take place before this process of appropria-
tion. Following the methodological approach of the Faro
Convention, which provides the framework for its activi-
ties, this process of heritage-creation with local communi-
ties, in a European framework, can be seen as the key to the
activity of the ATRIUM cultural route.
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