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How to Survive in a Holocaust City: d’Annunzio and Fiume

Dominique Kirchner Reill

On June 8, 1919, on Pentecost, on the Judeo-Christian day of offering and the Chris-
tian day celebrating the Holy Spirit, Gabriele d’Annunzio penned some of his most
famous words on what he thought Fiume signified: “Fiume appears today as the only
living city, the only ardent city, the only city of soul, all air and fire, all pain and fury,
all purification and decay: a holocaust, the most beautiful holocaust that has ever
been offered in centuries to an insensible altar. Indeed,” he wrote, “the correct name
of the city is not Fiume but Holocaust: perfectly all-consumed by fire.”* In this as-
tounding mingling of Tralian nationalism and religious revelry, d’Annunzio provoked
many to listen and follow at the time of his writing. He knew how to get people’s
attention: he said and did what one shouldn’t; he shocked, surprised, emotional-
ized, and destabilized. Since then, d’Annunzio’s particularly unhortodox methods
and means to create emotion around politics has fascinated and/or preoccupied an
almost endless number of scholars.? Almost all agree that without d’Annunzio’s over-
the-top rhetoric (like “holocaust city”) much of what happened in Fiume would not
have taken place.

What wrenches the heart for any reader today when they see “holocaust city” is dif-
ferent from what would have jolted the attention of d’Annunzio’s contemporary au-
dience, however. The horrors of the systematic attempt to annihilate Europe’s Jewish
populations was not part of d’Annunzio’s (or his followers’) mindscape. He did not
foretell that a little more than twenty years after he penned these words almost all of
Fiume’s Jewish community would be wiped out by the laws and terrors of anti-Semi-
tism, with a higher percentage of Jewish Fiumians dying in Europe’s camps than any
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other part of Fascist Italy.> No, instead, d’Annunzio utilized the shocking phrase of
“holocaust city” because he saw Fiume as the embodiment of all-consuming acts of
nationalist fervor — a destructive and regenerative national Italian Holy Spirit, so to
speak — that he believed the entire city headily performed. Fiume was holocaust for
d’Annunzio because the costs of the city’s nationalism appeared so great: occupied by
Inter-Allied forces, Fiume as a whole seemed to fight against Wilson’s dictums in a
way few other places in the world did or would. And with every day that passed since
the end of World War I (and almost eight months of these days passed before d’An-
nunzio wrote these lines) the city became more isolated, poorer, and more desperate
in its seemingly hopeless plight to annex itself to Italy. Holocaust in the d’Annun-
zian lexicon was a highly positive term, one he associated with selfless dedication for
the Italian national cause, a self-immolation against a paper-pushing, compromising,
corrupt, effeminate world. For d’Annunzio Fiume signified the joyous wonder of
extreme, unbridled Italian nationalism.*

Interestingly enough, much of the historiography of immediate postwar Fiume rep-
licates this vision of the city’s importance in the wider narrative.” Scholars of postwar
Italy, proto-fascism, Adriatic regional politics, and even Europe’s greater interwar con-
sistently focus on how Fiume was a prime example, if not the original model, for how
charismatic, veteran-obsessed nationalism could and would overrun Europe. Even the
ever careful, the ever concerned, Giuseppe Parlato in his meticulous study of Fiume's
economic and social history of the first half of the twentieth-century commented:

One can legitimately ask how the Fiumians, who had known a period of flourishing pro-
gress in the decades before the outbreak of war, could be at ease in a city where, between
March 1920 and the “Christmas of Blood” you had to survive with 300 grams of bread
per person per day, 300 grams of flour and sugar a month, a kilo of potatoes a week and
2.5 liters of [cooking] oil a month. And yet there was not even one insurrection ... against
d’Annunzio who, in the final analysis, was the one really responsible for the situation.®

When Parlato tried to answer the “whys” of Fiumians™ seemingly senseless willing-
ness to suffer, to keep going, to push for annexation to Italy, he came to the same
conclusion that d’Annunzio himself had made: it was “the myths of the nation” that
metaphorically fed the Fiumians in their plight when there were not enough calo-
ries available to feed their stomachs. In Parlato’s estimation, it was a holocaustesque
commitment to Italian nationalism that kept the city in line, that kept the city calm.
In this short contribution titled “How to Survive in a Holocaust City: d’Annunzio
and Fiume,” I propose a different answer to Parlato’s dilemma by changing the histor-
ical lens with which to consider Fiume. In the few pages I have at my disposal here,
I want to move our attention less on d’Annunzio’s national holocaust and more on
how such a supremely nationalist event could witness so little “immolation,” so little
violence, so little self-destruction, whether of Fiume’s Italian selves or of its many
local “others.”

This contribution is short not just because of its length, but also because it serves as a
preview of a much larger project I am in the process of finalizing while writing these
words, a monograph titled The Fiume Crisis: Lifé in the Wake of the Habsburg Empire,
forthcoming with Harvard University Press in 2020. In this book, I re-propose the
history of Fiume not as the history of the beginning of much of what we associate
with fascism, nor as one of the clearest examples of postwar paramilitary national-
ism, but instead as an almost typical example of what happened throughout the ex-
Habsburg Empire after World War 1.7 As Ester Capuzzo has made clear within this
forum as well as elsewhere, Fiume’s years from 1918-1924 exhibit an era of transition
where a structure of government changed slowly, all below the riotous flames of the
[talian nationalist movement that captivated the attention of most of the world not
living there.?

Through years of research primarily in the archives at the Vittoriale and the Croatian
National Archive in Rijeka (as well as shorter trips to collections held in Rome, Ber-
lin, Oxford, New York City, Washington, D.C., Zagreb, and Baltimore), I investigat-
ed how systems of money, law, citizenship, propaganda, and education kept Fiumians
invested in the city they called home, all while the Empire that propelled, adminis-
tered, and financed their umbrella infrastructures disappeared.” As described in this
forum and elsewhere by Giovanni Stelli, Fiume’s semi-autonomous governmental
and administrative norms were of supreme importance to Fiumians in approaching
choices about what they wanted their future to be, how they experienced the idea and
realities of “nation,” and what sorts of networks were available to fight or endure the
turbulent “holocaust years” of 1918-1921. In short, my forthcoming book, 7he
Fiume Crisis, argues that the pre-existing structures of the Habsburg corpus-separatum
city Stelli has described created the situation where much less violence — much less
self-martyrdom or metaphorical self-immolation — occurred than one could or would
expect if we followed d’Annunzio’s assessment of Fiume.

So, let the preview begin. Let us leave to the side the d’Annunzian holocaust version
of the story we know so well and move our gaze to what surviving meant in Fiume
after World War I.

In Fiume, as was true everywhere else where World War I touched communities,
the first issue involved in how to thrive and survive could be summed up with the
problem of how to get food. We know that hunger beset almost all of Europe before
and after 1918. Irish, Brits, Germans, French, Italians, Belgians, Austrians, Slovenes,
Croats, Serbs, Bosnians, Hungarians, Slovaks, Czechs, Romanians, Poles, Greeks,
Turks, Syrians, Macedonians, Russians, Ukrainians: you name the population, any-
where the war was fought, almost everywhere (and especially in the urban centers),
food provisioning was a crucial, highly sensitive, and highly regulated issue."
Fiume’s hunger years were uneven. Sometimes immediately after the war there was
almost no food to be found legally in the city-administered ration markets. Other
times, especially whenever shipments from the Inter-Allied forces or the Red Cross
were made available, food was relatively secure, though by no means as affordable nor
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varied as in the prewar period, as Parlato’s quote earlier makes clear.'” Though Fiume
was not a hunger hotspot of urban Europe like Vienna or Budapest, concern about
supplies ran high, mostly because eating in a city like Fiume was dependent on out-
side sources. The city had little to no means of providing for its own food. A boom
town which had grown 60% over the last 30 years, Fiume was a hub city, where train
lines, roads, and shipping lines converged, with goods (and lots of food) moving in
and out of its urban center with an ease that explains its rise.” Fiume’s special posi-
tion as hub was not a natural consequence of free-market capitalism; it was a carefully
engineered project by the Habsburg-Hungarian state. And as of autumn 1918, that
state did not exist anymore. In the wake of the Habsburg Empire’s dissolution, the
greater region of Fiume’s trade experienced years of communication chaos; trains
stopped running, roads were closed by occupying forces, and maritime blockades
were suffered." The extra-urban state that had so adroitly regulated Fiume’s food
supply before 1918 disappeared, so, how was the city to secure food? Throughout
the period 1918-1921 Fiumians obsessed about their own insecurity in accessing the
flour, sugar, meat, starches and vegetables on which so much of their diets depended.
One man who understood perfectly the opportunities of this situation instead of
just its challenges was Ivan Rosié. It is doubtful anyone today knows much about
Rosi¢. He was not from Fiume, but instead from the Croatian village Skrljevo, 15
kilometers east of Fiume. He was not a politician, a statesman, an intellectual, an
artist, a musician, or a labor organizer. Instead he was a 56-year-old inn-owner and
agricultural supplier. Ro$i¢ might be unknown to people of today, but in immediate
postwar Fiume he was known and perhaps known too well because on October 23,
1918 he contracted to sell three wagons of cabbage to the 35-year-old Fiume resident
and “trader in comestibles,” Slavko Ivandié. In exchange for 4,000 Austro-Hungarian
crowns, Rosi¢ promised to deliver three wagons of cabbage to Ivanci¢ at the Fiume
port the next day."”

Signing a contract to sell three wagons of cabbage does not seem like something that
would make a man “known.” If anything, such transactions happened daily in Fiume
for at least half a century before, rendering this “event” seemingly meaningless in the
larger narrative of why Fiume sustained so much peace while beset by d'Annunzian
“holocaust” nationalism. However, this transaction proved far from mundane and its
import is important. Rosi¢’s cabbage contract with Ivanéi¢ unlocks a pivotal element
of Fiume history because on the evening of October 23, 1918 the Habsburg-Hun-
garian state began to disintegrate around Fiume. Hungarian officials left their posts;
armed forces deserted; metropole-instituted order no longer reigned. On October 24,
1918, Rosi¢ sent an envoy to Fiume to return Ivanéi¢ his 4,000-crown deposit and
inform him that, in light of political events, he could not deliver the cabbage as Cro-
atian authorities had just “banned the export” of food to Fiume.'® All of a sudden,
a contract between two ordinary men became a space where grand historical forces
were part of their story.

Slavko Ivanci¢ was in a pickle, so to speak, because he had not purchased three

wagons of cabbage for his own dictary benefits. Instead, he had already contracted
out this shipment to other merchants within Fiume. With this contract unexpectedly
dissolved, Ivan¢ié, himself, was in breach of his own legal responsibilities. So, instead
of just accepting the returned deposit, shrugging his shoulders, and returning to
debating with friends at a cafe about what the fall of Hungary would mean for their
world, Ivan¢i¢ contacted his lawyer and decided to sue Rosi¢ for breach of contract.
A few days later, on November 1, 1918, Ivancic’s lawyer filed the suit against Rogi¢
in the Fiume courts.

A lawsuit filed on November 1, 1918 over the question of cabbage?! From everything
we have learned about Fiume at this time, this humdrum act is just incredible. When
we sift through the many histories of Fiume between October 23 and November 1,
1918, we are presented with stories of riots between local Hungarian police, Fiume
locals, and Habsburg (mostly Croatian) soldiers. We remember the 50-year-old Fi-
ume-born lawyer, publicist, and South Slav nationalist activist Rikard Lenac pro-
claiming himself Veliki Zupan (County Prefect) of a jointly administered Fiume and
Sufak, where “Fellow Citizens!” were reassured in both Italian and Croatian that “[i]
n the name of Zagreb’s National Council of Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs ... all citizens
are guaranteed inviolable and honorable rights to personal freedom and property,
without distinction of nationality.”'” Qur attention is then immediately pulled to
28-year-old Fiume-born lawyer Salvatore Bellasich who celebrated the election of
69-year-old local physician Antonio Grossich as president of Fiume’s Italian National
Council, rallying crowds with the words that the “Italian National Council of Fiume
... demands for itself the right to the self-determination of peoples. Basing itself on
that right, the Italian National Council proclaims Fiume united to her Motherland,
Italy ... [and] puts her decision under the protection of America, mother of liberty.”"®
And if that’s not enough, the day before Ivan&ic’s lawyer filed the cabbage suit against
Rogi¢, we can imagine sitting in the hall where Fiume’s Workers’ Council rejected
both self-proclaimed National Councils and called for a city-wide plebiscite, open
to all men and women above the age of 18, of any nationality, who could prove city
residency of at least one year.!” Amidst all this, which quite understandably we have
considered overwhelming events that overtook life in the city of Fiume, these two
men, Ivanci¢ and Rosié, used the courts to sue each other over cabbage. I emphasize
these two men, because it was not just Slavko Ivanti¢ who sued. Ivan Rosi¢ did, too,
because, as it was so clear to him that the blocking of his cabbage shipment “was a
matter of a force majeure,”” he decided Ivandi¢ should be held financially account-
able for bringing forward a frivolous suit.

The lawsuits between Ivanéi¢ and Rosi¢ lasted until March 1920, when Ivancié won
his claim by proving that Rosi¢ had lied. It was not true that cabbage could not
be transported to Fiume on October 24, 1918; it was not true that the Croatian
authorities blocked all the food shipments. Instead, it was true that Rosic failed to
obtain the certificate (which had always been necessary) to transport cabbage into the
corpus-separatum city. Without the proper certificate, the head station-agent in Bakar
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(12 km southeast of Fiume) refused to allow the cabbage to be transported. It was not
the dissolution of Habsburg-Hungary that stalled the food. It was the continuation
of Habsburg legal norms that did.

How did the Fiume courts decide Rosi¢ lied and Ivanci¢s suit was valid? Here is
probably the most fascinating part of the case: on December 13, 1918, Fiume au-
thorities went to Bakar (Croatia) and took the testimony of the station agent to de-
termine why the cabbage was blocked from Fiume. The station agent’s testimony was
taken in Croatian and the court documents provided the original language version as
well as an Italian translation underneath. At the same time as Fiume’s Italian National
Council was declaring to all who would listen that the city was izalianissima and that
Croats were foreign, unnatural parts to the city, the nuts-and-bolts of city govern-
ment traveled to Croatian towns and kept Croatian-language original testimonies
front-and-center in their own court records.

The expert testimony of the Bakar station-agent definitely determined the outcome
of the case. But the case did not end in December 1918, it continued with counter-
suits and appeals until March 1920. For a year and a half — while National Councils
vied for control of Fiume, Inter-Allied troops arrived, an Italian National Council
worked tirelessly to Italianize the city, riots broke out between French and Italian
agents, d’Annunzio and his legionnaires entered, Inter-Allied troops left, and the
modus vivendi was tried and botched — all throughout this time these two men, Ivan
Rosi¢ and Slavko Ivanéié, cycled through Fiume's courts to fight over a contract for
three wagons of cabbage. What this means is immense precisely because it is so small.
What it means is that under all the fanfare of Italian nationalism, the city itself — its
lawyers, its court officials, its police force, its residents, and its non-residents — con-
tinued to participate in and uphold the Habsburg-Hungarian legal norms they had
had from far before the war.

As Ester Capuzzo has made clear in this forum as well as elsewhere, the law books
in Fiume changed constantly from 1918-1921. Some Italian legal codes were intro-
duced, though not all. Even the names of the courts in Fiume changed, including
the oaths of sovereignty the courts charged to uphold. So, for example, though the
Ivanéi¢-Rogid case used Habsburg-Hungarian legal practices in how it was processed,
the names of the courts where these legal norms were brought forward changed con-
stantly. When the case began in November 1918, it was under the jurisdiction of the
“Court in Fiume,” just as it would have been in pre-1918 times. In April 1919, when
further testimony was collected, it was held in the “royal (reg.) Court of Fiume,” with
“royal” referring to the Italian monarchical state. When a first verdict was reached
in July 1919, court documents had the heading “royal Court of Fiume” crossed out
and substituted with “royal civil and penal Court of Fiume.” Below this heading was
written “In the Name of His Majesty the King! Vittorio Emanuele I, for grace of
God and the will of the Nation King of Italy!,” even though as we all know Vittorio
Emanuele IIT was not yet the king of this port town. Immediate postwar Fiume
experienced shifts in its legal order, but only a little here and there, not everything,
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and definitely not all at once. Though on the surface, the Ivanci¢-Rosic case expe-
rienced at least four different court systems, in practice only one was utilized: the
Habsburg-Hungarian one with which it began.

Far from a holocaust city, what we see from the legal battles over cabbage is that Fi-
ume’s world from before survived much longer and stronger than a d’Annunzian lens
would let us expect. For even in March 1920, when the case was finally definitively
settled, the Hungarian system was still in action even though d’Annunzio had in-
stalled himself as Comandante almost within eyesight of the courthouse where Ivancic
and Ro#i¢ battled out their claims.

This story is just a little preview of the kind of research and analysis that anchors my
forthcoming book. Throughout its pages, there are hundreds of such stories where
we see the interplay between what Fiume looks and sounds like on-the-ground com-
pared with how it has been traditionally represented in the press and historiography
to date. The Fiume Crisis argues that it is the little, small unknown experiences of
surviving in postwar Fiume that explain as much, if not more, about why it lasted so
long and killed so few.

To conclude, I would like to emulate Giovanni Stelli’s method from his own con-
tribution to this forum and provide a balance sheet of what this all means when put
together. First, I hope I have shown that there is much that can be gained by chang-
ing or at least adding another “surviving” optic to how we understand the history of
Fiume in the immediate postwar. We should be wary of trusting wholeheartedly how
d’Annunzio and his legionnaires characterized the city. It is true that the “holocaust
city” idea was an important one for explaining why so many Italians decided to leave
Italy to join d’Annunzio, to risk everything to the Italian cause as it appeared Fiume
was doing. The importance of how Fiume was represented as the premiere Iralian
nationalist city cannot be downplayed, for it explains what motivated many to par-
ticipate in the history that we do know.

But there is also another history, one sharply made clear in Raoul Pupo’s latest syn-
thesis: the conclusion of the Danuncijada (as the Croatian novelist Viktor Car Emil
so brilliantly termed it) was not heroic, was not adventurist, was not beyond history,
it was “a bureaucratic conclusion ... D’Annunzio’s pen would never have written.”!
Adding the banal, the undramatic, the very bureaucratic, the very little violence and
very little blood front-and-center into the history of Fiume will help us understand
more what happened and what did not. Inter-Allied military occupation definitely
played a role in tamping down “excitable forces” in the first months after the war, but
something else determined the stability of Fiume, especially once d’Annunzio and his
legionnaires arrived: the continuation of pre-existing structures from before the war
that still held authority. City administration was not perfect; corruption abounded,
crime increased, and suits and counter-suits clogged the system. Nonetheless, the
pre-existing structures of governing are a determinant part in understanding why the
city’s stance against Great-Power diplomacy could last so long, why so few died, and
why Fiume was not a holocaust city but instead a surviving one.
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Another important part of this contribution is to shift who the protagonists of the
history of Fiume are. They were not all izalianissimi; they were also not on-th'e—whole
legionnaires. The people who most made, and were most affected by, the history of
Fiume were those who participated in its fate since before the war rather than tl‘:lOSC
who joined its narrative when d’Annunzio waxed fantastic about sacrifice, nation,
and holocaust. We have numerous examples that show how those seen as “non-Iral-
ian” in Fiume were specifically pressured to leave. And we have paper trails through-
out all the archives linked to the city that show many “non-Italians” were at an eco-
nomic disadvantage throughout this period. Even the same cabbage-selling Slavko
Ivanéié, who won within Fiume’s courts, was told point blank by the head of Fiume's
Chamber of Commerce that anyone “who wrote their name in Croatian” would not
obtain licenses to run future business ventures (“writing in Croatian” meant using the
diacritic & and ¢ instead of “ich”).2 Nonetheless, most “non-Italians” did not leave
and people like Ivanéié struggled on to find a way to make money in the world they
knew; Fiume was their home and leaving did not feel like a solution. “Non-Italians,”
though maybe not cherished, still made up an important part of Fiume's history. As
Natka Badurina has so eloquently argued within this forum and elsewhere, there was
a type of violence in Fiume that went beyond the calculations of blood and bod‘y
count: Fiumians of different stripes — whether they identified as Croatian, Hungari-
an, Slovene, German, Orthodox, Jewish, Romanian, Polish, or what have you — were
made to feel unwelcome, to live underground, to either “love it (Italy) or leave it
(Fiume).” That being said, their presence within the city and its history remained.”
The cabbage case discussed in this contribution is just one reminder of that: two men
“who wrote their name in Croatian,” the 35-year-old Fiume-resident Slavko Ivanci¢
and the 56-year-old non-Fiume resident Ivan Rogi¢, continued to use the city’s state
structures during most of the period of Fiume’s crisis. The truth is Fiume was never
italianissima and we need to make sure to not tell it as such. A praxis of living by all
the city’s constituent parts continued, and we must remember that.
In conclusion, what this small contribution has tried to bring home is that we need
to expand our vision of postwar Fiume. Alongside the analyses of legionnaires, d’An-
nunzio, Italian nationalism, proto-fascism, and all the fun (of cocaine, yoga, queer
sexuality, and unrealized cosmopolitanism), we need to add the histories of cab-
bage markets, government structures, lived laws, and the before and the after of the

Habsburg Empire.
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" 6. d’Annunzio, “Le Pentecoste d'Italia,” Lldea
Nazionale, June 9, 1919. Author’s own translation.
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! For a fascinating new book critically analyzing
why so many followed d’Annunzio to Fiume and
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to the birth of Italian fascism is enormous and is
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ena: Cantagalli, 2009, p. 14. Author’s own trans-
lation.
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ing out analyzing the post-Habsburg transition
experience throughout all of Central and East-
ern Europe. Of particular note, but in no way
representative of the richness and breadth of this
research, see the work of Gdbor Egry as well as
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Consolidator project NEPOSTRANS — Negotiat-
ing post-imperial transitions: from remobilization
to nation-state consolidation (especially Elisa-
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and Christopher Wendt). Emily Greble is also in
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