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If the place for performance is 

less art than real life, historical 

events can be reinterpreted as 

proto-situationist happenings. 

Like the utopian community 

founded by Italian poet Gabriele 

d’Annunzio after WW1, pervaded 

by hedonism and ambitions of 

mythical proportions.
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It seems that the time is now ripe to look back with the necessary detachment at the history 
of Italy in the early decades of the 20th century and to reinterpret the history of contem-
porary art through its events. Surmounting the differences between genres, such a history 
would encompass events that, even if not strictly artistic, generated strategies and languages 
that artists have since emulated and sometimes made their own. 

For example, if the birth of performance art can be dated to the 1960s, its origins can 
be traced in both the recent and remote past of peoples and civilizations, and especially in 
their religious or heathen rites, at times interwoven with politics and war. Among the events 
worth mentioning from this viewpoint is the capture of the city of Fiume (now Rijeka in 
Croatia), led by Gabriele d’Annunzio in 1919 after the end of the First World War. The poet, 
already known for his gallant deeds and daring military raids, carried out the most spectac-
ular of his exploits by occupying the city “unjustly” awarded to Yugoslavia under the terms 
of the Treaty of London. At the head of a band of “legionaries” inspired by his eloquent ora-
tory, he claimed “mutilated victory” with the cry Eia! Eia! Eia! Alalà!

The events in Fiume, after the initial patriotic yearnings, represented a utopian com-
munity experiment that lasted for sixteen months, during which stamps were printed, mani-
festos and reviews published and the futuristic Charter of Carnaro or Constitution for the 
Free State of Fiume was drawn up by the syndicalist Alceste De Ambris. Great consideration 
was given to women, who were even allowed to join the legionaries. Divorce was permitted 
and relations of a homosexual nature were tolerated. 

Fiume was a counter-society where revolt was sublimated through footraces and sa-
tirical parades, such as the mock funerals of the Prime Minister of Italy Nitti (dubbed by 
d’Annunzio Il Cagoja—the “Shitter” or “Coward”) and the philosopher Benedetto Croce, 
simulated battles on the beach, shows and concerts, like the one given by the orchestra of La 
Scala in Milan conducted by Arturo Toscanini. During these events, the Poet roused peo-
ple’s spirits with proclamations in which “every aspect of life in the city was mythicized.”1

The hedonistic atmosphere that reigned in Fiume in those days was steeped in pagan 
values, first and foremost the classical exaltation of virile strength and beauty. This meant 
giving a chance to young people to shine, but preferably if they were daring, like the bold 
crack troops, orphans of the Great War who were happy to let themselves be immortalized 
bare-chested before the camera lens during Greco-Roman wrestling matches or in body-
builder’s poses, with a knife clenched in their teeth and “surrounded by an iconography made 
up of skulls and words of a funereal nature,”2 in particular the phrase O Fiume o Morte!

The legionaries, many of them barely in their twenties, had an eccentric lifestyle. Some 
took cocaine and wore customized military uniforms that they adorned with fezzes, man-
tles, black neckties and the typical Roman dagger. Many shaved their heads in an attempt to 
resemble the Commander, while others let long forelocks grow. It was a hippie spirit ahead 
of its time, with mystical overtones laced with a good measure of arrogance, summed up in 
the motto, “Me Ne Frego” (I don’t give a damn).

INFO

GABRIELE D’ANNUNZIO (b. 1863 in 
Pescara, Abruzzo – d. 1938) was an Italian 
poet, journalist, novelist, dramatist 
and daredevil. His role in politics is 
controversial due to his influence on the 
Italian Fascist movement and his status as the 
alleged forerunner of Benito Mussolini. 



Above:
Italian assault soldiers from the
22nd department, Fiume, 1920

On the right:
Poster announcing the birth of

the Yoga movement, led by Giovanni 
Comisso and Guido Keller, 1920

All images courtesy: Archivi del
Vittoriale, Gardone Riviera

MAIN THEME: THE PERFORMATIVE BODY

88



Stamp of Reggenza Italiana del 
Carnaro, printed in Fiume on 12 
September 1920. The leader’s 

portrait is accompanied by the Latin 
saying “Hic Manebimus Optime” (We 

are here to stay) Courtesy: Archivi 
del Vittoriale, Gardone Riviera
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An atmosphere of perpetual festivity held sway. Music was always present and any ex-
cuse would do to whip up a march that, in the majority of cases, turned into a frenzied orgy 
where the most unbridled sexual freedom was put into practice. There was a preference for 
a healthy life in touch with nature. All values that would be found in the generation of 1968 
and, in general, many countercultural youth movements, were found in Fiume. 

A group of futurist “freebooters,” as d’Annunzio called them, also arrived in Fiume, 
including Filippo Tommaso Marinetti and Mario Carli, who saw it as a “city of new life—lib-
eration of all the oppressed”3 as well as the fulfillment of their dream: a world led by an art-
ist. Their unconventionality, however, did not go down well with the inhabitants of Fiume. 
Their soirées were booed and one after the other they left the city, except Carli, who stayed 
there for a long time, editing the newspaper La Testa di Ferro.

Praise and expressions of esteem for d’Annunzio’s venture arrived from the Club Dada 
in Berlin, too, but Fiume had its own visionaries: Giovanni Comisso and Guido Keller, de-
voted advisors of the Poet and founders of the Yoga movement, whose ideals of “noncon-
formism, boldness, cult of the superman, love of the East, asceticism and spontaneity”4 were 
summed up in the pages of the journal of the same name to which various metaphysical art-
ists like De Pisis, de Chirico and Savinio also contributed. 

Comisso, a writer, and Keller, an aviator, vegetarian, nudist and enthusiast for all 
things esoteric, developed anti-hierarchical tendencies and organized demonstrations and 
assemblies in the streets, promoting an egalitarian reorganization of society and the army. 
These were values with their roots in Franciscanism that anticipated the spirit of the anti-
globalization movement, which, as Claudia Salaris has put it, “[...] called for the liberation of 
mind from matter.”5

Notwithstanding the subsequent Fascist accession of the events in Fiume, the oc-
cupation in reality reflected the confusion that held sway in Italy in the delicate period 
following the First World War. This is evident from the presence, among the ranks of the 
legionaries, of future members of the Fascist party as well as future partisans, and from 
the expressions of admiration made by both Mussolini and Lenin, who in those years de-
scribed the Poet-Commander as “the only revolutionary in Italy.” 

D’Annunzio foreshadowed a critique of the society of the spectacle, of which he cre-
ated a simulacrum in Fiume, staging a great proto-situationist farce. There was a sense of 
the theatrical in the air, one in which, to borrow Jacques Rancière’s words, “the perfor-
mance draws them out of their passive attitude and transforms them into active partici-
pants in a shared world.” 

So the events in Fiume can be treated as more of an insurrection than a revolution, 
in the sense given to this distinction by Hakim Bey, theorist of cyberpunk culture, who 
cites Fiume as an embryonic model of the TAZ (Temporary Autonomous Zone): a guer-
rilla operation which liberates an area (of land, of time, of imagination) and then dissolves 
itself, to re-form elsewhere/elsewhen.”

In addition to a TAZ, however, Fiume has also been seen as a micronation. Unlike 
microstates, micronations are “eccentric and ephemeral in nature” and come into exis-
tence as actions of protest or on the whim of some quirky visionary, like the Principality of 
Sealand, located on an abandoned sea fort in the North Sea ten kilometers off the English 
coast and occupied by the Bates family, who have given themselves noble titles and minted 
their own coins.

Many artists are fascinated by micronations. In 1971 Robert Filliou created the Ré-
publique Géniale (“Republic of Genius”), where everyone could give free play to their own 
genius, and in 2001 the Atelier Van Lieshout set up AVL-Ville, an environmentally-friendly 
community in the port of Rotterdam that produces medicine and alcohol. Similar opera-
tions have been carried out by Suzanne Lacy, Superflex and Andrea Zittel, located in exhibi-
tion spaces or on public property, in the search for TAZs in which to experiment with new 
models of participation.

What distinguishes these projects from Fiume, however, is their fictitious character; 
they are replicas. Even if aimed at involving portions of the public unaware of taking part in 
an artistic happening, never again as at Fiume has an awareness been attained of affecting, 
through actions, the actual course of events to such a degree. The experience of Fiume, in 
fact, although concealed behind arms and militaristic rituals, was one of the few moments in 
which art has encountered real life, changing the history of Italy forever.
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