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Figure 0.1
Map of Italy/Vajont produced by Chiara Braucher.
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PROLOGUE: THE FACTS

On October 9, 1963, at 10:39 p.m., a landslide of nearly three
hundred million cubic meters of rock plummeted from Monte
Toc in Northern Italy into the Vajont hydroelectric reservoir
below. The impact produced an enormous wave of fifty mil-
lion cubic meters of water that partly bypassed the dam and,
rushing at a speed of a hundred kilometers an hour, brought
death and destruction to the entire valley. The town of Lon-
garone was almost destroyed. According to experts, the land-
slide released twice as much energy as that produced by the
Hiroshima atomic bomb. There were about two thousand
victims. The hydroelectric plant had been built by the Societa
Adriatica di Elettricita (Adriatic Electricity Company; SADE)'
and had recently come under the control of the fledgling Ente
Nazionale per 'Energia Elettrica (National Agency for Elec-
tric Power; ENEL) as a result of the 1962 law on the national-
ization of electricity.

In 2008, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) included Vajont among
five exemplary stories that can guide us toward a sustainable
future. Indeed, Vajont was a disaster foretold, a history full of
portents and predictions that ought to have prompted precau-
tionary measures. In 2023, UNESCO reaffirmed the impor-
tance of the Vajont disaster as an exemplary story of poor
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2 Prologue

risk management by including the Vajont trial archive in its
Memory of the World program, dedicated to the promotion
and preservation of documentary sources.

I will address all of these facets in the following pages.
Here, at the beginning of our journey, I include a concise and
undoubtedly incomplete chronology that I hope will help the
reader navigate the Vajont swirl.

1926: The first rough draft of the Vajont Dam is produced by
engineer Carlo Semenza.

1929: An application is submitted for the construction of a
dam, with a maximum reservoir elevation of 656 meters
above sea level.

1937: A new application is submitted, with a reservoir eleva-
tion at 660 meters above sea level.

1943: The Higher Council of Public Works approves the dam
project in the absence of a quorum of voters.

1957: The project is raised to a reservoir elevation of
722.5 meters above sea level. The first report is produced by
geotechnical scientist Professor Leopold Miiller on the
instability of Monte Toc.

1959: The dam is now completed. Geologist Edoardo
Semenza, son of engineer Carlo, discovers the Monte Toc
ancient landslide. In March, the Pontesei landslide occurs,
just a few kilometers from Vajont. In May, journalist Tina
Merlin publishes an article against SADE in the newspaper
L’Unita, for which she will end up on trial and will later be
acquitted.

1960: A landslide of seven hundred thousand cubic meters falls
into the reservoir.

1961-1962: SADE commissions the Ettore Scimemi Center
for Hydraulic Modeling (Centro Modelli Idraulici) to
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Prologue 3

conduct hydraulic tests to examine the effects of a landslide
in the reservoir.

1963: Control of the plant passes from SADE to ENEL.
Despite the recommendation of the Center for Hydraulic
Modeling, it exceeds seven hundred meters.

1963: The disaster occurs.
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INTRODUCTION

October 9, 1997

It is, of course, not easy to remember where you were twenty-
six years ago, especially if, all things considered, it was just
another evening. We had just moved into a very small apart-
ment in the Vomero neighborhood, leaving a beautiful old
house in the center of Naples. One phase of my life, my doc-
torate in economic history, had ended. From that small apart-
ment perched on the hill of San Martino, it was my turn to
contemplate my life. Perhaps because of the dollhouse-like
proportions of the house, I was afraid I had ended up trapped
between the temptation of the discipline of economic history,
still able to offer some job opportunities, and the desire to
break free from the cage and study what, at that time, seemed
to interest only me and no one else in the Italian academy.
Our television and my academic ambitions both seemed
decidedly outsized for that new phase of my postdoctoral life,
well represented by the new apartment—small but “normal”
compared with the previous one that had lent itself well to nur-
turing all kinds of dreams. On that evening of October 9, 1997,
we were there glued to the screen, tuned to channel 2 on Ital-
ian public television, which was broadcasting—amazingly, in
prime time—"“Vajont 9 Ottobre 1963,” a two-hour monologue
written by Marco Paolini, who was also on stage, and Gabriele
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6 Introduction

Vacis. Thirty-four years had passed since the Vajont tragedy,
and public television decided—finally—to honor the victims of
that disaster with a civic oration that transformed the dam into a
theater of memory. We were not, in fact, alone: Paolini’s show
subverted all predictions by garnering some 3.5 million view-
ers. Despite being a monologue and, moreover, recited by an
actor who was not even particularly famous to the mainstream
public, the Vajont oration captured the attention of many by
demonstrating something simple and beautiful: Storytelling is
a powerful act, especially when the story being told sabotages
mainstream narratives and liberates suppressed memories.

At that time, after a complicated PhD in economic his-
tory that had certainly not pushed me toward any disciplinary
transgression, I had not yet read either Michel-Rolph Trouil-
lot’s Silencing the Past or bell hooks’s Belonging: A Culture of
Place.' My doctoral thesis had been criticized for being written
like a novel—apparently, writing badly was an unmistakable
sign of scholarly rigor—and I was continually reminded that
dealing with the environment was a laughable thing, perhaps
good for an activist but not for a serious and impartial aca-
demic. During that fall of 1997, exactly one year after earning
my PhD, I needed to rediscover the reasons to be a historian
and, in particular, to do it on my own terms, to continue to
deal with the environment, without losing my political com-
mitment and my desire to talk with all kinds of people. Glued
to the couch on that October evening twenty-six years ago,
I just remember thinking that it was necessary to tell stories
such as the Vajont story and to do it the way Paolini did, sid-
ing with those who had had no part in the national memory,
who had been left out of grand narratives about the economic
miracle and the country’s modernization. The other feeling I
distinctly remember is a sense of shame at knowing so little
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Introduction 7

about that history. Even I, a historian by trade—precarious,
of course, but still working with the past—knew little about
Vajont. How could it be that in five years of high school, and
just as many years of a humanities degree—in my case with a
focus on contemporary history—there had been no trace of
Vajont? Indeed, it had taken a theater actor to restore Vajont
to our collective memory.

My career as an environmental historian has been marked
by events such as this. I had become fascinated with forests
after hearing the song “Geordie” in the version by the Ital-
ian folksinger Fabrizio De André, chasing down research trails
about property and nature, customary uses and the law, trees,
farmers, and foresters.” Paolini’s monologue did not take me
straight to Vajont—I would not write about this disaster until
many years later in my book A Rugged Nation’—but it reas-
sured me: Not only was there a need to tell the intricate stories
that link humans and the environment, but there was also the
possibility of using memory as a barricade to defend against
the flood of toxic narratives that invisibilize and normalize
injustice.

The next day, I did not immediately take up working on
Vajont, but Paolini’s civic oration, like De André’s song, had
a profound effect on my way of doing environmental history.

Be it a dam in the Italy of the economic miracle,* a forest
poised between privatization and the commons, or alandfill on
the edge of the contemporary metropolis, the environmental
history I wanted to practice would always be concerned with
power, inequality, and conflict. And I would continue to nur-
ture the ambition to speak to many people. Fortunately, my
doctorate program was over, and I could return to writing as I
wished, without the limitation that academic rigor should be
inversely proportional to the accessibility of the writing.
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8 Introduction

SCIENCE WILL SAVE US

In A Rugged Nation, I described Vajont as an exemplary story
for understanding the relationship between the environment
and Italian society, at least in contemporary times. One cannot
understand Vajont without connecting the geology of Monte
Toc, the economy, and SADE’s political power; or the margin-
ality of the Italian mountain communities and the subalternity
of the Italian academy to economic and political power; or the
hydraulics of a large reservoir and the mechanics of state control
systems over major public works. To those who imagine envi-
ronmental history as a neutral field of study, dedicated to nature
and thus free from the partisan divisions of the social, a story
such as Vajont reminds us that ecology is always political—even,
perhaps especially, when its stories are naturalized, as if the
deaths of two thousand people were merely the tragic result of
an ancient landslide. Perhaps it may sound counterintuitive,
but my version of environmental history does not rhyme with
naturalization. I never believed that the challenge for environ-
mental historians was to explain everything through nature—
geographic determinism is enough for that. Rather than distilling
the components of environment from the complicated blend of
socioecological relationships, I preferred to try to understand the
mixture. In short, in my version, environmental history is not
about separating the environmental from the social. Rather, it
is about seeing the socioecological relations our world is made
of. A dam is water becoming energy, capital embodied within
the landscape, the ghosts of those left metaphorically or mate-
rially submerged, technology and science deciding the life and
death of thousands of people and entire ecosystems.

UNESCO expressed similar concerns in 2008 when, on the
occasion of the International Year of Planet Earth, it decided
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Introduction 9

to include Vajont as one of five exemplary stories to keep in
mind for building a sustainable future. The UNESCO docu-
ment spoke of the Vajont disaster as an example of the failure
of interdisciplinary cooperation between engineers and geol-
ogists in designing major infrastructure. In the chapters that
follow, we will see the details of this strange failure, with the
dam still standing and the mountain crumbling. UNESCO
used Vajont to emphasize—and rightly so—the need to inte-
grate different expertise when undertaking major infrastruc-
ture projects. Undoubtedly, one cannot come to understand
complex ecological systems by remaining imprisoned in a rigid
division of knowledge that invariably fails to understand the
system and how it works. Vajont, indeed, seems to be a text-
book example of this inability to combine multiple kinds of
knowledge, leading to the construction of an incredibly solid
dam but at the foot of a “rotten mountain” (the meaning of
“Monte Toc” in the local dialect). Although I agree with the
multidisciplinary agenda proposed by UNESCO as a strategy
to overcome disciplinary silos and address the socioecologi-
cal crisis, I believe that one cannot understand Vajont simply
as a technical scientific failure. Faced with the multiple socio-
ecological crises of our times—from pandemics to climate
change—we often evoke the authority of science and defer to
the technical solutions that can flow from it. The debate seems
to polarize between those who believe in science and deniers
of all stripes, ready to mobilize against vaccines or doubt the
most basic scientific notions. There is an almost Enlighten-
ment idea of knowledge and a rather naive idea of power:
Seeing the nature of the problem is fundamental, but this does
not free one from the power relations that determine the pos-
sible responses. It is not enough to see that a factory pollutes
to free a worker from job blackmail, and it is not enough to
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10 Introduction

see the harms of fossil fuels to convince people living in the
suburbs of metropolises not to use their cars. If there is one
thing Vajont teaches, it is that science has a lot to do with
power: the legitimization of knowledge, the relationship with
political and economic power, the conflict between opposing
sets of knowledge and interest, and the uncritical and uncon-
scious adoption of pervasive ideologies such as moderniza-
tion. These are central concerns within the Vajont disaster that
I believe have universal value. For this reason, in the following
pages, I will focus mainly on these points rather than on the
technical and scientific failure of the hydroelectric project. To
make the inquiry more explicit, my question is this: Was it a
lack of multidisciplinary knowledge that killed two thousand
people, or was it hydroelectric capitalism—the imperative
to maximize profits for a few and minimize precautions for
many? If, as we shall see in the next chapters, there was no lack
of knowledge that might have alerted authorities and the cor-
poration to the threat, Vajont confirms, in the tragic finality of
a massacre, that it is not knowledge that will free us from the
socioecological crisis.

Since I have no reputation to defend as a neutral scholar, I
can freely say that “only the struggle pays” (solo la lotta paga).
To elaborate further on this slogan, which works fine as it is, I
would say that Vajont demonstrates, in a material fashion, not
so much the need for collaboration between disciplines but
rather the fact that science is, often, a battleground. Indeed,
Vajont itself reminds us that things get even more complicated
when it comes to deciding what we legitimize as knowledge
and what, instead, becomes superstition, the irrational fears
of ignorant hillbillies. Speaking to a reporter who asked her
reason for not leaving Longarone, despite widespread fears

about the dam, one survivor remarked, “Because we hoped
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Introduction 11

they [the experts, the authorities] knew more than we did.”
Authority and legitimacy were all placed on one side, with
the experts possessing the right academic degrees, the proper
technical language, and modern tools tasked with monitor-
ing the situation. During the COVID-19 pandemic, I was
accused of expressing critical opinions about the singular
way government officials in Sweden managed the emergency,
characterized by very few restrictions, without holding a doc-
torate in epidemiology or medicine myself; in short, without
being an expert. Vajont poses the question of the delicate bal-
ance between professionalized expertise, public or common
knowledge, perceptions of risk, and public debate. I am glad
the doctors in the intensive care unit at the Stockholm hospital
to which I was admitted didn’t convene an assembly deliber-
ating whether to intubate me. I remain convinced, however,
that, in some cases, when entire communities are affected by
potentially risky projects, there is a need for what Silvio Fun-
towicz and Jerome Ravetz call “post-normal science,” which
calls for an expansion of expert opinion and a democratization
of science.” This is not to legitimize anti-scientific attitudes
but rather to recognize the plurality of situated knowledges,
useful in achieving what feminist philosopher Sandra Harding
has called “strong objectivity.® In the case of Vajont, as with
so many occupational diseases, adopting a position of listening
produces advances in knowledge. Sometimes, being biased is
the best guarantee of being a good scholar.

THE EYE OF THE LAKE
Overlooking the Vajont Dam, it feels as though we are touch-

ing the much-debated Anthropocene, in spite of its official
rejection.” The scientific definition insists on the planetary
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12 Introduction

scale of the transformative action of humans. Yet, Vajont func-
tions as a microcosm in which so many of the central questions
of the Anthropocene are reflected. At Vajont, humans have
become a geological force, capable of moving mountains and
putting an ancient landslide back in motion. Engineers wander
around at Vajont, powerful as gods, reckless as only gods and
heroes can be. At Vajont, everyone seems to know that disaster
is imminent, and yet it is never real enough to elicit immediate
action. The Anthropocene as seen from the Vajont Dam is the
story of impending disaster caused by human hubris, a story
where omens and signs are never enough to halt the inexorable
march of progress in the name of precaution.

Perhaps we might get a different version of the Anthropo-
cene by looking at the events from the perspective not of the
Vajont Dam but rather of the cemetery where the victims of
the disaster are buried. Of course, the plot of the story would
not change. The millions of tons of rock hurled from Monte
Toc into the Vajont basin would cause the same wave and the
same deaths. But looking at this story from the Vajont cem-
etery, we might be less convinced that it is human hubris and
technology that are the culprits of the disaster. Viewing the
Anthropocene from the Vajont cemetery, the responsibilities
of the species seem narrow to us. On those tombstones, we
don’t find the names of the great executives of hydroelectric
capitalism or even the civil servants who put themselves at its
service. Those who pay the bill for the disaster are not some
unfortunate people drawn by lot in the great lottery of his-
tory. Rather, they are subalterns, marginals, communities that
are worth nothing except as sites of value extraction for the
profit of a few, in the name of the purported general inter-
est. In my book Wasteocene,® 1 wrote that, from the Vajont

cemetery, as from so many other cemeteries in the sacrifice

Downloaded from direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2598554/book_9780262053020.pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



Introduction 13

zones scattered across the peripheries of affluence, what we
see, more than the Anthropocene, is the Wasteocene, an age
dominated by socioecological relations that produce wasted
communities through processes of value extraction and oth-
ering. If, unlike the Anthropocene, which is so profoundly
planetary, the Wasteocene is instead embodied, localized, and
experienced, then, indeed, the Vajont microcosm is a perfect
reproduction of it to scale.

It is difficult to pass through the eye of a needle, especially if
you are rich—Christians are well aware of this.” What passed
through the eye of the Vajont “lake”—and perhaps a lake (lago)
really does resemble the eye of a needle (ago)—were not only
two thousand victims but also the history of an entire nation.
Some might claim a miracle: The camel made it through—TItaly
became modern thanks to hydroelectricity. If someone was sac-
rificed, better to forget it so as not to spoil the celebrations. In
the Vajont parable, however, there is no salvation. The poor—
that is, those on the margins of national history—remain there.
For them, the eye of the lake is not the golden gateway to some
paradise but rather the siphon of a gigantic basin that sucks them
into a whirlpool of mud and water from which not even mem-
ory seems to be able to snatch them. For if it is true that the eye
of Vajont sees the history of Italy pass through, it is also true
that this history has remained substantially hidden. At Vajont,
the Gospel is twisted. Passing through the eye of the lake, the
rich are saved and the poor end up condemned to hell.

GLIMPSES OF THE FLOOD
In this book, I will try to narrate Vajont as an observatory

from which to look at the history of Italy and the Anthropo-
cene. I will do so by following the gazes of the many who have
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14 Introduction

traveled through the history of the dam, with the awareness
that those gazes have never all had the same legitimacy and
authority in each case. We will see Vajont through the eyes
of the mountain people who listened to the voice of Monte
Toc, awaiting the disaster. We will see the Vajont valley as a
perfect hydroelectric engine through the eyes of experts such
as geologist Georgio Dal Piaz and engineer Carlo Semenza.
Tina Merlin will lend us her gaze to see Vajont through the
eyes of a communist journalist capable of seeing the great con-
tradictions of industrial capitalism within that tiny piece of
the world as well as its entanglements with political power.
We will try on the thick glasses of Mario Fabbri, the prosecu-
tor in the Vajont trial, who brought the top executives of the
Adriatic Electricity Company to the dock with the responsi-
ble government bodies. Finally, we will ask what remains of
Vajont in collective memory—or to retain the metaphor of
the gaze, we will seek to understand how the nation looked at
Vajont by attending to how its memory and forgetting have
been organized.
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THE FLOOD WITHOUT AN ARK

October 9, 1963, 22:39

Many people have experienced the unsettling sensation of
being immobilized in bed, often upon just waking. Experts
call this phenomenon “hypnagogic paralysis,” but to most, it
is simply a bad feeling that lasts a few moments at most. For
Micaela Coletti, president of the Vajont Survivors Committee,
however, it marked the onset of a catastrophe.

As her grandmother instructed her sister to close the shut-
ters against what seemed like an approaching thunderstorm,
Micaela was sucked into the chaos of the Vajont disaster. She
recounted those harrowing moments in an interview gathered
by the committee:

A gust of wind from the distance, slamming the shutters.
Then . . . adull, deep noise. The sensation that the bed was pick-
ing up speed, a terrifying force gripping my back, bending me
in two, crushing me. It felt as though my body had turned to
rubber—stretching, shrinking. My eyes became like two stars;
an immense pressure yanked me by the hair, pulling me into an
endless pit, pinning my arms to my sides, leaving me completely
immobile. A sharp pain radiated from the base of my back, and
breathing seemed impossible.

This overwhelming force held me tightly, but it made me

1”7

angry! I remember thinking, “No! I won’t let go!” even though

it felt inevitable. Somehow, I managed, with immense effort,
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to raise an arm and touch my face, searching for my eyes, nose,
mouth. I felt thin, squashed, without any dimension. Slowly,
I raised my arms above my head, reaching for something—
anything—to hold onto. And then. .. blackness. Complete,
total blackness.’

Despite feeling crushed and nearly immobilized in her bed,
Micaela was dragged at least four hundred meters from her
home. Similarly, Giuseppe Sacchet was discovered far from
his house, still lying on his mattress amid the rubble. In his
interview about that fateful night, Giuseppe transformed his
mattress into a flying carpet, describing how it carried him
over the raging waters of the Vajont reservoir.” Renzo Scagnet
also found himself far from home, completely naked on the
steps of the town hall. His sister was found dead thirty kilo-
meters from home, his father’s corpse in the village of Forto-
gna.” Matelda Coletti was swept into a giant sinkhole that had
opened in the floor of her home. Dragged by the torrents of
water and mud, she became trapped, her foot pinned beneath
rubble, and suffered a head injury that partially paralyzed her
face.*

The fortunate ones, who did not end up buried under
the rubble, recount the horror of witnessing the disaster up
close. Luigi Rivis, who was eighteen years old and already
working as a surveyor for SADE, shared his memories dur-
ing an interview with a local radio station. Luigi recalled how
he first understood the magnitude of the event. Initially, he
was reassured by the sight of only a few emergency vehi-
cles leaving Longarone, believing the damage to be limited.
However, when he ventured to the banks of the Piave River
with flashlights, he came across “a body, naked, though not
whole,” caught in the bushes. Reflecting on that moment, he
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added, “That’s when we realized something enormous had
happened.”

Italo Filippin was also among the fortunate ones who man-
aged to reach safety. As he recounts in a brief memoir about
that night:

I remember a chaotic escape, the screaming . . . Someone took
the initiative to light fires, around which the survivors began to
gather and check on each other. . . . When dawn came, it felt as
though we were in a different place; the valley was unrecogniz-
able. Many hamlets had been completely wiped out—nothing
was left. The lake level, now filled by the mountain, had risen by
nearly twenty meters, if I remember correctly. Everything was

floating on the surface: corpses, rubble, household goods.®

For another survivor, Gino Bonsembiante, the memory of
Vajont was also linked to the mutilated bodies—without arms
and heads—etched in his mind. Like the monster Micaela had
once imagined under her bed, Vajont had devoured its victims,
spitting out their remains into the river of mud and debris it
left in its wake. Maria Pia Bassetto, a young postal worker
on duty in Longarone, recalls the rescuers emerging from an
underpass that led from the Piave to Fortogna, carrying the
mutilated corpses recovered from the riverbed on their shoul-
ders.” All around were the bodies of animals that had died in
the disaster, their bellies bloated and their legs in the air.® In
his memoir about the Vajont disaster, Bepi Vazza describes the
same horror—a macabre forest of death, human body parts
hung from tree branches:

I remember rummaging through the branches of a large plant
with its roots in the air. We saw an arm sticking out from the

branches and gravel. We made some space around it and tried to
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pull it by the hand, hoping that the rest of the body would come
with it. Instead, it was just a woman’s shoulder, detached from
the rest of the body. We called some soldiers who were nearby to
help us, but there was nothing left to do.’

It took only a few minutes to radically alter the landscape
between the dam and Longarone. All the survivors describe
the sense of alienation that overwhelmed them when they first
looked out over the ruins of the disaster. In the documentary
video produced by the Corriere delle Alpi newspaper to mark
the fiftieth anniversary of the disaster, Bruno Pradella and Rita
Marogno shared the memory of their bewilderment when, in
the moments after the disaster, they found themselves in an
unrecognizable environment. Nothing resembled the world
they had known just minutes before.'

But the Vajont flood was not only experienced with the
eyes. All the survivors remember the noise—an indescribable
sound—that accompanied the landslide and the subsequent
flood. Gervasia Mazzucco, who was eleven years old in 1963,
provides the best description of the noise from that night: “It’s
not like you could hear the noise from the other side of the
mountain; you're inside a huge thing, and my grandmother
said, ‘It’s the end of the world.””!!

Gervasia’s recollection is particularly powerful because,
in just a few words, she manages to convey the kind of noise
unleashed by the landslide: a noise that, although it comes
from the mountain, doesn’t stay outside but enters people,
absorbs houses, and becomes like a colossal blob incorporating
everything. The voice of Gervasia’s grandmother announcing
the apocalypse seems to merge with the indescribable noise of
the flood, as if this elderly mountain woman had found the
key to translate that unknown sound into human words.
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In the memories of other survivors, however, the super-
natural noise of the landslide blends with much more human
sounds. Vittore Zannol, for example, associates the deep sound
of the Toc plunging into the lake with the desperate cries of
children from the house next to his own, calling out to their
mother for help.”

Noise and wind moved together on the night of the Vajont
disaster. Bepi Vazza recounts the “deadly, impossible wind”
of that night—a wind that penetrated the mouth, the nostrils,
the eyes. Like Gervasia, Bepi describes a disaster that breaks
the barriers between the world outside and the human body;
water, mud, noise, and wind shatter every boundary, enter
everywhere, and incorporate everything. “The earth trembled
and jerked out of proportion,” Vazza writes. “The noise grew
louder and louder; you couldn’t hear it with your ears, it came
up from the earth, entered your feet, and traveled through
your body until your head felt like it would explode. It was
almost impossible to bear.”"?

The wind was so strong that it took one’s breath away, as
Elsa Capraro, who turned twenty-two on October 9, recounts.
Elsa believed it was fear that took her breath away as she recited
a prayer under the arch of the door, preparing for death. Only
later did she realize that it wasn’t fear that was responsible for
her apnea but rather the air displacement caused by the water
being hurled at full speed into the Vajont canyon." Strong
winds blocked Bepi Vazza as he tried to reach his home and
rescue his mother. He felt his clothes being ripped off his body,
and then he was lifted up and hurled away. It was another sur-
vivor who rescued him, preventing the wind from dragging
him farther away."

After so much noise, a surreal silence greeted the first rescu-

ers to arrive at the Vajont ruins.
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Figure 1.1
Aerial view of Longarone, before and after the disaster. Courtesy of
the Vajont Survivors Committee.

RESCUERS

At 1:00 a.m., roughly three hours after the disaster, Aldo De
Col, a firefighter on duty in Longarone, sat on the ruins of
his family home and noticed that, all around him, there was
a “tomb-like silence” that not even the strong wind could
break.!® Giancarlo Zanarini, who had driven from the Faesite
(hardboard) factory not far from Longarone to the disaster
site, also recalled: “Climbing through rubble and lumber, I
arrived at the bridge over the Ma¢ River, but the road no lon-
ger existed. Only the sound of the Ma¢’s water could be heard,
a grave silence and darkness filling everything.”"’

The first rescuers were survivors—locals who had escaped
the fury of the waters—wading through the rubble, trying to
detect the faintest signs of life in order to get others to safety.
Everyone remembers the surreal silence, the deep darkness,
and the feeling of radical strangeness in a landscape that was
supposed to be familiar. Giancarlo Zanarini, for example,
struggled to get his bearings, unable to recognize anything
that night, until a car along the road pointed its headlights
at the valley, illuminating the Pirago bell tower—the only
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building that still seemed to be standing. Zanarini was only
slightly mistaken: A 1964 fire department report added a
house, which had been saved because it was built on a hill, as
well as a gutted little church.'®

Giancarlo Zanarini’s journey through the night of the
Vajont disaster takes on Dantean overtones, becoming almost
a metaphor for a collective experience—a journey to hell
without redemption or guidance. Zanarini witnessed the flood-
ing from the vantage of the Faesite factory, which was spared
from the shock wave thanks to the protection of a forest that
dampened the violence of the water. The actual Dantesque
journey began right there in the factory when Zanarini found
parts of a woman’s corpse on the laboratory staircase. That
grisly discovery, which occurred in the deep darkness into
which the factory had been plunged, opened the door to the
real Vajont inferno. Zanarini realized the disaster must have
been massive—there were no women among the factory
workers, meaning the body must have come from outside—
and, along with four colleagues, he set out for Longarone.

At the Fae bend, heading toward Longarone, the contours
of the disaster began to take shape. The workers found the
road cluttered with rubble, and among the debris, the first
corpses appeared. The sight of a sixteen-year-old girl standing
in the middle of the road added an almost surreal touch to the
scene. But the screams of the injured coming from beneath the
rubble quickly brought them back to reality, and the work-
ers began digging with their hands. Yet, Zanarini did not stop
but rather continued his journey, eventually arriving, as men-
tioned earlier, in Pirago. And it is here that the gates of hell

opened. Zanarini recounts:

I climbed up to the bell tower, the only building left standing.

I didn’t know there was a cemetery nearby; when I crossed it, I
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thought I was having nightmares, because the recent dead were
mixed with the old. The water had torn apart dovecotes and
niches, the crates were smashed, and skeletons were scattered
everywhere, along with the remains of people swept away by the
wave. I had a moment of almost panic, not understanding if I was

dreaming, if it was the apocalypse, and if T was dead."

One can hardly imagine the scene described by Zanarini.
The familiar landscape of a small hamlet in Longarone was
unrecognizable, so distorted by the waters that Zanarini did
not even realize he had ended up in what was, until a few hours
earlier, the cemetery of Pirago. In this moment, our guide
through the Vajont night is correct: Surrounded by skeletons
and human remains, Zanarini realized he was no longer in
Pirago but had entered another world—perhaps one of those
paintings in which artists of earlier centuries imagined the end
of time.

Zanarini’s journey through the apocalypse carried him
among the dead, old and new; yet his encounters with the
living were no less harrowing. Like any self-respecting guide,
Zanarini felt the weight of what he had witnessed and the dif-
ficulty of sharing it with the living. On the road from Pirago
to Longarone, he met Aldo De Col, the firefighter who had
been listening to the silence on top of the ruins of his house.
Zanarini told him that the entire village was gone, only to dis-
cover, when De Col knelt to weep, that he had just informed
him of the death of all his family members.

Later, as Zanarini continued his wanderings through the
night of the apocalypse, he made a different choice:

At the escarpment on the Ma¢ bridge, I heard the voices of
Mr. Dalla Mora, the deputy director of Faesite, Mr. Austoni, and
Mr. Pellizzari, an employee, talking as they tried to get back up. I
hid because I did not have the courage to say what I had seen [the
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director’s villa in Pirago was completely destroyed]. I let them

pass; I knew the director had a wife and children in.?°

Hiding in order to avoid telling what he had seen, Zanarini
did not want to be the one to bring the factory manager the
tragic news of the end of the world. After all, it was the end
of the world—of their world—that occurred that night at
Vajont. It seemed better to hide than to have to find the words
to describe the nothingness he had seen, or to have to tell the
truth in a night that left no room for lies. Zanarini did not
remain hidden for long. He soon resumed his descent into the
underworld to encounter yet more pain.

Among the rubble, he rescued a badly wounded woman,
who immediately tried to free a little girl—perhaps a
sister—but the girl died in Zanarini’s arms. Like any genu-
ine journey to the underworld, this one too must end with a
“then we emerged to see the stars once more” (a riveder le stelle)
of some kind.” For Zanarini, it was the much more prosaic
light of a flashlight. On the road to Fa¢, by now at 3:00 a.m.,
the light of a flashlight illuminated his face. It was General
Ciglieri with two hundred Alpine soldiers—the first to be
rushed to the scene.

“Longarone no longer exists,” said the worker, but for
him, having lived through it, it was not easy to speak of the
apocalypse—or perhaps it was not easy to hear it told.
Zanarini recalls that Ciglieri first thought he was dealing with
a “disturbed” person, perhaps in shock. Only when he iden-
tified himself as a former Cadore Division officer did Cigl-
ieri believe him. The apocalypse is not easy to recount, even
for those who lived through it, and certainly even harder to
believe for those who hear the tale.

The Alpini of the Cadore Brigade arrived at Vajont around
3:30 a.m., among the first rescuers to reach the disaster

Downloaded from direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2598554/book_9780262053020.pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



24 Chapter 1

site—perhaps more accurately described as the crime scene—
preceded only by survivors who became rescuers and some
units of the Finance Police (Guardia di Finanza). In the days
that followed, the military presence at Vajont grew exponen-
tially to include about five thousand men, all under the com-
mand of General Ciglieri.

The journey of the Alpini soldiers to Longarone had been
no less troubled than Zanarini’s night pilgrimage. Italico Cau-
teruccio, a company captain in the Cadore Brigade in 1963,
recounts this other part of the Vajont night:

On the evening of October 9, the Regiment was put on alert as
something serious had happened at the Vajont Dam. . . . The col-
umn had to stop at Polpet, near Ponte nelle Alpi, as the roadway
along the right bank of the Piave River was impassable for vehi-
cles. So the Alpini had to continue on foot, through the deepest
darkness, while terrified locals spoke of an immense wave of the
river that, with deafening noise, had overflowed its course. . . .
It was beginning to dawn, and as we proceeded through an envi-
ronment that seemed increasingly unreal, we could glimpse, here
and there, the swollen silhouette of some dead animals and shapes
that, at first glance, appeared to be piles of mud. But they were
decomposed, completely denuded human bodies, which the
wave of the river, with its immense force, had swept over, killed,
and abandoned at the edge of its course. . . . Finally, we came to
a deserted and ghostly heath: Longarone had disappeared, turned
into an immense riverbed, with very few houses left at the edges,
visibly half-destroyed or damaged. The first image that aroused
extreme wonder and deeply struck us was, on the right, the intact
dam, gray, severe, and imposing as always, embedded in the sides
of the mountain—those, yes, flayed and eroded by the immense,

impetuous wave that had swept over them.”

Bodies mixed with mud, unrecognizable, shreds of human
bodies becoming debris, gruesome fruits hanging from
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trees—always naked, testifying that the disaster had dehu-
manized them, depriving them of their dignity. These fright-
ening corpses are the protagonists of all the tales of that Vajont
night. After a flood, as the waters recede, the stumps—the
severed logs—often reemerge. Firefighter Giovanni Boite
Stella realized that, at Vajont, those stumps were human bod-
ies: “mothers hugging their children, pieces of people, corpses
caught in the branches of the beech trees.”*

The testimonies collected for the fiftieth anniversary of the
disaster by the Vajont Foundation all return to this dramatic
landscape of death, made up of bodies and human remains. Fire-
fighter Luciano Giurato declared without hesitation that he had
never seen so many corpses.”* For Alpine soldiers Luigi Fontana
and Giovanni Lanzarotto, the memory of the Vajont disaster
was primarily marked by the vast number of bodies “scattered
everywhere,” forming, under the pylons of a bridge over the
Piave River, an almost posthuman dam “of trees, beams, and
furniture, even dead livestock and human corpses.””

Once again, it was corpses—of both humans and animals—
that greeted the technicians from the Veneto telephone com-
pany, who had set out from the town of Conegliano for
Longarone. Before their eyes flowed a ferocious Piave, laden
not only with water but also with bodies, debris, cars, and
even high-tension pylons.*

Here was the flood, not the universal flood but the particu-
lar one—the end of a world, with its memories and its belong-
ings. Dino Milan, a member of the military contingent that
rushed to Vajont, is unequivocal: “These people saw the end
of the world,” he declared in his testimony collected for the
fiftieth anniversary.”’

Pylons and cows, humans and cars, all mingled in the great
blender of Vajont, and before the eyes of the workers, the
Piave River carried disjointed fragments of modernity and
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tradition—Ilike the frames of a film made of flesh, rock,
memories, and kilowatts. It is no coincidence that, alongside
the stripped and mutilated bodies of the victims, the other
recurring image in the memories of Vajont is that of crum-
pled rails, which frequently appears in the accounts of wit-
nesses. Angelo Caponnetto, one of the scouts who came to
Vajont from Umbria, a hilly region in central Italy, recalls the
amazement he and his comrade Giancarlo Balzarini felt upon
seeing the rails at Longarone station, curled up like ribbons
on a gift box.”®

The insistence with which so many return to the tangled
rails, I believe, not only reflects astonishment at the force of the
waters—capable of bending the steel of the railways—but also
conveys a vivid perception of the failure of modernity. Much
more authoritative narratives might have attempted to impose
a different view, one in which the dam, almost intact despite
everything, would have symbolized the success of modernity.
But for those who walked through Vajont that night, there
was no room for such stories. Modernity was there, crumpled
by a tidal wave, and the dam in the background seemed more
like a threat than a promise of the future.

Not everything was visible through the Vajont night. Some
images surfaced in the churning waters of the Piave, whereas
others remained submerged—unseen but no less threatening.
The modernity that arrived between the Vajont Gorge and
the mountains of the Erto and Casso villages was also this:
104 barrels of isocyanate, or cyanide, that the wave had swept
away from the Faesite factory and dumped into the macabre
dance of the flood, along with everything else. The chemi-
cal disaster was narrowly averted, with 103 cyanide barrels
recovered. Only one remains missing—ryet another ghost left
to haunt the Vajont night.”
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Arriving in Longarone and the surrounding hamlets, the
corpses that had crossed the path of the rescuers became an
even stronger and more tragic presence. As soon as he arrived
on the scene, Alpine soldier Sesto Fiocchi was taken by a priest
to a church where eighty corpses awaited, ready to be loaded
onto stretchers and transported elsewhere for identification.”
The sheer number of bodies, as well as their condition, left
an indelible mark on the memory of firefighter Ulderico
Quintaba, who had rushed to Vajont from the Marche region.
Quintaba recalls a ‘pile’ of corpses, stripped and mutilated..”!

Younger rescuers also arrived at Vajont, including scouts,
many of them little more than boys, thrown into that provin-
cial apocalypse. Enrico Biagioli was sixteen years old when he
arrived at Vajont two days after the disaster. He proudly tells
me that it was their choice to serve at the cemetery; they could
have been assigned to food distribution, but they decided they
had not traveled a thousand kilometers “to go up to Longa-
rone and make sandwiches.”*? Truckloads of bodies, often
just human remains, arrived at the cemetery. “A truck arrived,
they gave us a bag, we opened it, and found a man’s foot—and
still, I get chills because I dream about it at night—the head of
alittle girl, blonde, with her ponytail tie still in place, earrings,
blonde hair, and blue eyes.””’

The Vajont dead continue to haunt the dreams of those who
encountered them, perhaps too young, like Enrico, or like a fel-
low scout who broke down in tears on a beach during a vacation
because the image of a young girl’s head floating in the water
dragged him back into the whirlpool of Vajont, where the
water showed no mercy and young girls could no longer play.**

Although these are extremely personal, almost intimate rec-
ollections, they essentially coincide with the reports compiled

by emergency response agencies, such as the aforementioned
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memoir of the firefighters. In that memoir, published by the
Monthly Fire and Civil Defense Magazine, Andrea Pais wrote:

What was new this time was all those dead bodies. Seventy
days of corpses. What was new this time was sailing on the lake
and river, fishing for corpses. They were the dead in piles—the
wholesale dead—in the bends of Cadola and Sovérzene. Or they
wete the single dead—the retail dead—searched for and found
along a fifty-kilometer stretch from the disaster site: hidden in
the bushes, dug out with bleeding hands from under stones, or
soaked, hanging from the beams above.”

Death at Vajont made itself known through all those bod-
ies, or perhaps fragments of bodies, that remained imprinted
in the memory of survivors and rescuers. But the Vajont dead
truly became ghosts, present even when they remained invis-
ible. Alpini officer Italico Cauteruccio describes Longarone
as an empty place, “a nothingness extending as far as the eye
could see,” where there were no dead left to be collected. Yet,
those dead were there, down there, everywhere, and the fluc-
tuations of temperature between day and night accelerated
their decomposition, releasing, especially at night, “a mephitic
stench, somewhere between sweetish and nauseous, [that]
fouled the air.””® And if it wasn’t the decomposing corpses,
it was the disinfectant scattered everywhere that saturated the
area with an unbearable odor. Giuseppe Vazza, like Zanarini,
a survivor who traveled through the night of the disaster,
remembers that the smell of that night would linger with him
for months.”’

Invisible, vanished dead that would never be found,
increasing the controversy over the actual number of victims.
For example, Cauteruccio recounts the decision to restore the
Cadore road by paving over an area where there were most
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likely still bodies to be extracted and identified. According
to journalist and writer Lucia Vastano, author of a powerful
book on the aftermath of Vajont,” the bed of the Maé creek
would most likely have become a huge mass grave where vic-
tims’ bodies would be buried under layers of debris. Survivors’
accounts would confirm Cauteruccio’s testimony by reveal-
ing that, in some cases, rescuers had opted to cover the debris
rather than dig for the bodies.” On the other hand, as one
of the survivors interviewed by Vastano recalls, although the
fear of an epidemic could justify the urgency of the moment,
it certainly could not justify the decision not to resume the
excavation and recovery of human remains buried under
the rubble. As Lucia Vastano emphasized, he is still waiting
to bury at least some part of his grandson, who died and was
never found.

The Ma¢ riverbed is then shrouded in another mystery that
also refers back to the invisible presence of the Vajont dead. As
in a Gothic story, the lunar landscape of the disaster is popu-
lated by ghosts and the stories that make them real, even when
we do not grasp them. This is exactly how Paolo Rumiz, one
of the few writers capable of evoking the ghosts hidden in
Italian landscapes, summarizes this history, buried in the bow-
els of Vajont:

There is no peace for Longarone. Thirty-nine years after Vajont,
a specter still haunts it. That specter is a Dutch, or perhaps Ger-
man, bus that no one saw that night of October 9, 1963, but
which should still be down there in the gravel sarcophagus. A
fata morgana, many say. An imaginary shadow coming out of the
black hole of memory. But in the meantime, digging begins again
in the Piave Valley, swept away in four minutes by the wave of

the apocalypse.*
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The story of the ghost bus has been part of Vajont’s collec-
tive memory from the very beginning. It all starts, once again,
with abody—a woman’s body, different from the many others
that the sea of water, mud, and debris had brought back in the
aftermath of the disaster. The tale recounts the discovery of
the corpse of a tall, blonde woman with lacquered nails and
shaved legs, so strikingly different from the social norms of
1960s Veneto region that it immediately led people to believe
she was an outsider.*’ Meanwhile, a bus from a local transpor-
tation company was missing from the register. Thus, the story
of the ghost bus was born—rumored to be full of foreign
tourists, perhaps German or Dutch, swept away by the Vajont
wave, possibly returning from Venice. No foreign country
ever came forward to claim missing people, and the missing
bus—Rumiz reminds us—was found stationary in a parking
lot, not loaded with tourists. However, in February 2002,
thirty-nine years after the disaster, the ghost bus returned to
haunt the Vajont Gorge. Alvise Maso, who was nineteen years
old at the time of the disaster, decided to reveal his secret,
sharing his version of the events surrounding the ghost bus.
A few months after the disaster, in 1964, Alvise was working
at a site consolidating the railway bridge over the Mag when
his digger struck a large metal object—it was an overturned
bus, buried under debris, from which an “unbearable stench”
rose. Alvise was instructed to cover up the excavated object
and forget the matter, perhaps out of fear that the work might
be interrupted.*

The fact is that thirty-nine years later, Alvise decided to
make peace with his conscience and tell his side of the ghost
bus story. After the Vajont Survivors Committee brought the
case before the judicial authorities, excavations were carried

out, but they yielded no results. The Committee for Survivors
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still seems convinced of the existence of the ghost bus, despite
the failure of the search and especially the absence of any
request from a possible foreign country. The truth, perhaps, is
that the ghost bus is, more than anything else, a metaphor—a
story about the dead who were never found, about the desire
to cover the wounds of Vajont too quickly, hiding the debris,
both human and nonhuman, as if those lives and that world
had never existed. Instead, that story and that world are still
there, somewhere. Like a phantom bus, they roam invisibly
through the Vajont valleys, trapped in an oblivion that seeks

to erase their existence.
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PROJECTS, PREDICTIONS, OMENS

IMAGINING THE GREAT HYDROELECTRIC MACHINE

I want to examine the river as a hydraulic machine, as an energy
system that, although modified by human actions, retains its

natural, spontaneous qualities.1

With these words, historian Richard White opens his vol-
ume on the Columbia River—a concise yet ambitious book
that rethinks the relationship between humans and nature,
moving beyond traditional dichotomies such as the artificial
versus the natural and the cultural versus the environmen-
tal. The metaphor of the river as a great hydraulic machine
is equally apt for our history. Claudio Datei, a professor of
hydraulic engineering directly involved in the Vajont events,
described the Piave Valley in the 1940s and 1950s as “a kind of
hydroelectric laboratory”—essentially a vast open-air training
ground for a generation of engineers eager to shape the new
face of Italy’s economic miracle. Like the sirens in The Odyssey,
the numerous construction sites scattered throughout the val-
leys attracted these young Italian engineers, driven, as Datei
notes, by “that excitement—a sort of drug, perhaps—that
came from designing and building big.”” The siren song, as we
know, lures those who heed it into the abyss, leading to inevi-
table shipwrecks. Since our journey began in the depths, we

Downloaded from direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2598554/book_9780262053020.pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



34 Chapter 2

must now listen to the song of these modern sirens—forces
capable of transforming rivers into turbines and valleys into
laboratories.

In an Italy in which fossil fuels were scarce, hydropower was
indeed a kind of philosopher’s stone—wielded not by alche-
mists but rather by engineers. By the early 1900s, 70 percent
of the energy consumed in Italy came from water, making
the country the third-largest producer of hydroelectric power
worldwide.” As historian Giacomo Bonan has pointed out,
World War I gave further impetus to the hydroelectrification
of Italian waterways.* According to James Sievert, in the after-
math of the war, Italy had ninety-one artificial lakes, with an
additional forty-one reservoirs still under construction.’ Tech-
nological and scientific progress made it possible to turn rivers
into kilowatts, but the hydroelectric option in Italy was cer-
tainly not merely about turbines and penstocks. Rather, it was
a political project—one might even call it a political ecology
project—that established a hierarchical geography of territo-
ries, placing some regions in service to the welfare of others,
which, by synecdoche, came to be seen as representative of
the nation as a whole. The book La Conguista della Forza (The
Conquest of Power), published in 1905 by Francesco Saverio
Nitti,” was the manifesto of the hydroelectric shift in Italian
politics—an Italian version of the high modernism theorized
by American political scientist James Scott that combined two
secular religions: faith in technological progress and blind
confidence in the central power that imposed it.” It was a pecu-
liar form of modernity, then—one that constructed dams like
temples and demanded faith rather than critical thought. As
is often the case with religions, it exacted its toll in sacrificial

victims.
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Hydroelectric modernization impacted the entire pen-
insula, transforming both the Alps and the Apennines. The
Piave River basin proved particularly well suited for hydro-
electric development. Bonan calculated that between 1925 and
1962, the number of hydroelectric power plants on the Piave
River increased from eighteen to fifty-two, with a capacity of
approximately 700,000 kWh.®

In 1910, paper manufacturer Gustavo Protti sought to
harness the power of the Vajont River for his paper mill
in Castellavazzo. The initial plan involved building a mod-
est dam just over seven meters high—roughly forty times
smaller than the massive structure that still looms over Lon-
garone today. A decade later, in 1926, Carlo Semenza, one
of the key figures in this story, arrived at Vajont with initial
plans for a comprehensive hydroelectric project for the entire
basin.

Semenza, a graduate in hydraulic engineering from the
University of Padua, was working for the Societa Adriatica di
Elettricitd, a leading player in Italy’s burgeoning hydroelectric
industry. At just thirty-three years old, Semenza had a promis-
ing career ahead, which would ultimately include prestigious
roles such as vice president of the Italian Committee of the
International Commission on Large Dams, as well as serving
as a United Nations expert on hydroelectric projects in Yugo-
slavia. His work would extend globally, leaving a legacy of
dams built from Japan to Iran and from Brazil to China. Yet,
in 1926, Semenza was still a young engineer, navigating the
opportunities and challenges of the Piave Valley. Transform-
ing the Piave basin into a vast hydroelectric network was no
small feat. Nearly four decades later, in a letter to his men-
tor, Vincenzo Ferniani, Semenza reflected on the enormity
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of the challenge: “After so many successful projects jobs and
so many constructions, even imposing ones, I am really faced
with something that, because of its size, seems to be slipping
through my fingers.”

By 1961, we were nearing the epilogue, as the anguished
tone of this letter suggests. In 1926, however, we were still at
the prologue, and the Piave Valley and Vajont Gorge seemed
like a vast canvas onto which bold hydraulic projects could be
sketched in the name of progress—and, of course, in the inter-
ests of investors.

The history of hydroelectric projects in Vajont is long and,
at times, complex to follow. Others before me have compiled
detailed chronologies that document, one by one, the various
proposals through which the Vajont valley was transformed
into a hydroelectric engine."

One striking aspect of this “rosary of wet dreams” is the
progressive growth of the dam, which, like a plant nourished
by the technological imagination of the era, stretches and
expands, adding a few meters with each new project. The
1929 plan, designed by Semenza, envisioned a 130-meter-high
dam—capable of creating a hydroelectric reservoir holding
approximately thirty-four million cubic meters of water."
The dam continued to grow throughout the 1930s, with a
new design in 1937, and took on the characteristics of the
“Great Vajont” by the early 1940s. With the Grande Vajont,
Semenza aimed to systematize the entire hydroelectric net-
work of the Piave, Mag, Vajont, and Boite rivers, integrating
the basins to ensure a consistent and continuous water supply
for the Soverzene and Gardona hydroelectric power plants.
The goal was to produce approximately eight hundred mil-
lion kilowatt-hours per year. By this point, the envisioned
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dam had reached 667 meters above sea level. For those like
me, who struggle with mathematics and lack the geometric
imagination of engineers, it is worth noting that each small
increase in the dam’s height corresponded to a significant rise
in the reservoir’s capacity—from thirty-four million cubic
meters in the 1920s to 150 million cubic meters by the 1950s.
The Great Vajont project was approved, as Paolini and Vacis
recounted,'” in 1943 in an atmosphere that was surreal, to say
the least. In the midst of a rout, with the country divided
between Nazi occupation and that of the Allied Powers, the
Higher Council of Public Works met in Rome." Although
only thirteen out of forty-four members were present, the
council approved the project. The fact that it was approved
despite the institutional and military crisis of 1943 strongly
suggests a close relationship between SADE and government
bodies. The issue of illegality due to the lack of a quorum was
resolved in 1948, when the new government ratified the deci-
sions made five years earlier. However, the Vajont Dam was
not destined to stop at an elevation of 667 meters. In 1957,
Semenza, representing SADE, presented the final version of
the project. This design proposed a dam 261 meters high,
reaching an altitude of 722.5 meters above sea level and with a
reservoir capable of holding up to 150 million cubic meters of
water." The project had reached its final form: Semenza was
now poised to construct the world’s tallest arch dam in the
Vajont valley, transforming a series of hydroelectric facilities
into a sophisticated hydraulic system. After three years of con-
struction, the dam was complete, set amid the rocks of Vajont
with its gaze fixed on Longarone and its back turned to Monte
Toc. Designed as an engine ready to power progress, it would
instead become a cannon, with its aim trained on the valley.
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Figure 2.1
View of the reservoir from the Erto and Casso side. Courtesy of the
Comitato Sopravvissuti Vajont.

CALCULATED FUTURES

Engineers, at least in the popular imagination, are rarely seen
as visionaries—too anchored to their numbers and formulas
to let their imaginations take flight. Yet, what else could Carlo
Semenza be called if not a visionary? The plans for the Great
Vajont—the mathematical calculations, the carefully drawn
lines, the formulas for evaluating load capacity and structural
integrity—were ultimately an exercise in imagination, envi-
sioning a landscape that heretofore existed only in Semenza’s
mind and in SADFE’s blueprints.

The etymology of the word “project” itself evokes this idea
of projection into the future. A project, regardless of its nature,
is always a vision, sometimes articulated with mathematical
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equations and plans, as at Vajont, and other times with slo-
gans or images. The Great Vajont, boasting the world’s tallest
arch dam, a capacity of 150 million cubic meters of water, and
millions of lire in capital investment, was far more than just
another engineering endeavor.

To bring such a vision to life required not only foresight
but also the ability to anticipate and mitigate any unforeseen
challenges. Semenza’s visionary work in imagining the vast
hydraulic system of the Piave, Boite, Ma¢, and Vajont rivers
was extraordinary, but it also required someone capable of
interpreting the language of the rocks themselves and predict-
ing their movements. Although, for narrative reasons, I have
chosen to present the geological reports on Vajont after illus-
trating the construction of the dam, this does not mean they
were absent throughout the project’s development. SADE,
the Higher Council of Public Works, the local mayors and
their constituents, prosecutors, and lawyers all sought answers
about the geological stability of Monte Toc and the possi-
bility of predicting its movements. As Edoardo Semenza, a
geologist and the son of Carlo Semenza, explained, prior to
Vajont, geological investigations related to dam projects pri-
marily focused on the impoundment zone—the rocky flanks
to which the dam was anchored—while largely neglecting the
mountain slopes surrounding the reservoir.'

Even from these early, highly circumscribed investigations,
a defining aspect of this chapter in the Vajont story becomes
clear: The mountain spoke in an ambiguous language, offering
contradictory messages open to multiple and often discordant
interpretations. At the beginning—during the 1920s—there
were conflicting opinions about the optimal site for the dam.
Professor Hug advocated for the Dogna site, whereas geolo-
gist Dal Piaz recommended the Colomber Bridge location.'®
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Dal Piaz prevailed in the debate and, more significantly, became
a pivotal figure in interpreting the mountain’s language and
attempting to predict its movements. In short, Dal Piaz became
SADE’s geological consultant, and much of the reporting on the
state of the Vajont basin’s flanks can be attributed to his work.

The walls of the Vajont Gorge are so steep—often vertical or
overhanging—that constructing the road carved into the solid
rock of the flanks, connecting the villages of the Piave Valley
to those of the Cellina Valley, was an extraordinarily daring
and challenging task. One need not elaborate further to grasp
that, if there is any location striking in its unique morphologi-
cal characteristics and seemingly ideal for a dam, it is the Vajont

Gorge."’

In the tragic case of Vajont, Dal Piaz was notable for his
optimism. Even when confronted with less favorable scenar-
ios, the Paduan geologist seemed to maintain an essentially
hopeful outlook regarding the stability of Monte Toc and
the reservoir’s future. Not that Dal Piaz was clueless; his aca-
demic biography lists numerous national and international
accolades, including his role as director of the Institute of
Geology in Padua and his participation in the international
commission responsible for drafting the stratigraphic lexi-
con.'® However, in the case of Vajont, Dal Piaz is perhaps best
remembered for a letter he wrote to his friend Carlo Semenza
on February 6, 1957:

I attempted to draft the statement for the upper Vajont, but I
must sincerely confess that it did not turn out well and does not
satisfy me. I kindly ask you to send me the text of the version
you outlined to me verbally, which I found to be excellent. Addi-
tionally, please let me know whether I should include the header
of the institution to which it is addressed and whether the date
should be current or backdated."
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The report that Dal Piaz requested Semenza to draft on his
behalf pertained to the 1957 project, which proposed raising
the dam to an elevation of more than 722 meters above sea
level (261 meters in height). This project had already received
approval from the relevant authorities, pending the submis-
sion of a detailed geological analysis. Despite efforts to nor-
malize this epistolary exchange, many of us remain puzzled
by a geological report completely subservient to the desires
and interests of the engineer who was building the dam.”
This issue would later be highlighted by the Parliamentary
Commission of Inquiry on Vajont, which criticized the exces-
sive overlap of roles between geologist Dal Piaz and engineer
Carlo Semenza:

It raises serious reservations and concerns that, on June 11, 1957,
Prof. Dal Piaz sent a handwritten geological report to Engineer
Semenza, the Vajont planner, just before the Higher Council’s
vote. In the accompanying note, he stated: “I hope that my writ-
ing meets your expectations and that no substantive changes are
necessary. Please return the manuscript with your remarks at
your convenience, which I will, as always, take into account.”
This correspondence objectively raises doubts about whether the
evaluations and forecasts in the geological reports were guided by
objective research criteria or were instead unduly influenced by
the “expectations” and preferences of the planner representing
the concessionary companies. It is particularly troubling consid-
ering that, while Engineer Semenza was a recognized expert in
hydroelectric construction, he was not a specialist in geological
investigations. This dependency suggests that the reports could
have been subject to “substantive modifications” to align with the

lanner’s goals.”!
p g

Dal Piaz undoubtedly played a central role in the Vajont
events, but he was not the only geologist tasked with the
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challenging job of predicting the behavior of Monte Toc’s
unstable rock masses. As we will explore below in the sec-
tion on omens, it was the mountain itself that highlighted its
instability, compelling SADE and its planners to anticipate its
movements and mitigate potentially catastrophic outcomes.

In 1957, Austrian geologist Professor Leopold Miiller
entered the scene, invited by engineer Carlo Semenza. Miiller
identified an unstable mass in the Pian di Toc area and proposed
a research plan, which was subsequently entrusted to geolo-
gist Edoardo Semenza, the engineer’s son. Between 1959 and
1960, Edoardo Semenza conducted geological surveys, ini-
tially alone and later with Franco Giudici, culminating in the
discovery of the great Vajont paleo-landslide.

The Giudici-Semenza report likely caused considerable
concern for Carlo Semenza, who requested that his son sub-
mit the findings to Dal Piaz for review and that he temper the
report’s conclusions. In his recounting of the events, Edoardo
denied that his father had asked him to falsify information,
asserting that the adjustments were superficial formalities that
did not alter the report’s substantive findings. According to
Edoardo, his father was concerned that the tone of the geo-
logical report might alarm someone, especially at SADE.*
Perhaps others, like me, will wonder whether, in some cases,
alarmism is really the worst of evils. The Parliamentary Com-
mission of Inquiry emphasized the exceptional nature of the
Giudici-Semenza report: “The significance of the Semenza—
Giudici report lies in the fact that, for the first time, and before
the landslide of November 4, 1960—the most notable and sig-
nificant of those that had occurred previously along the Toc
walls—a concerning hypothesis was presented regarding the
movement of large rock masses in relation to the reservoir’s

water overflow operations.”” It was the same commission
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that recalled how, in his July 1960 report, Dal Piaz had down-
played the risks identified by Semenza and Giudici.**

Miiller, however, took a diametrically opposed view to Dal
Piaz. In his February 1961 report, Miiller built on the inves-
tigations of Semenza and Giudici to describe the risks loom-
ing over the reservoir. For the purposes of my account of the
Vajont disaster—and especially considering my abysmal igno-
rance in geology—I will not delve into the technical details
of the different reports. Instead, I would say that, in contrast
to the optimism of Dal Piaz and other experts surveyed by
SADE, Edoardo Semenza, Giudici, and Miiller identified the
huge risk of the Toc landslide, highlighting the dangers it
posed to the hydroelectric basin. In his February 1961 report,
Miiller spoke of a landslide involving about two hundred mil-
lion cubic meters of rock—a nearly perfect prediction of the
actual size of the landslide—which, in his view, could not
be artificially halted, implicitly suggesting, according to the
Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry, the complete aban-
donment of the project.” On the other hand, Miiller him-
self linked the triggering of the landslide to the operations
of the reservoir: “Before the existence of the reservoir, these
movements would have been only a few centimeters per year,
whereas with the dam, they increased to several decimeters.
Consequently, an accelerating and amplifying effect can be
attributed to the reservoir.”*

Yet, Vajont seems like the perfect case to understand what
post-normal science, as theorized by Silvio Funtowicz and
Jerome Ravetz more than twenty-five years ago, is all about.
For Funtowicz and Ravetz, post-normal science comes into play
when uncertainty is high, opinions are discordant, and affected
communities demand involvement in decision-making.
This almost mirrors the Vajont disaster, with its conflicting
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geological reports and citizens concerned by ominous signs.
In such cases, Funtowicz and Ravetz advocate for an extended
peer review involving the community in the construction and
legitimization of knowledge.”

What might have happened to Vajont if a post-normal
approach had been adopted, where the concerns of local
communities were listened to and their empirical knowledge
considered—or, at the very least, if a strong precautionary
principle had been applied in the face of divergent expert opin-
ions? Unfortunately, none of this transpired at Vajont. Instead,
expert disagreements consistently leaned toward the more
optimistic assessments, while the concerns of the local popula-
tion were systematically ignored, if not ridiculed. The person
who most embodied this ongoing attempt to mediate between
these diametrically opposed viewpoints was Francesco Penta,
a professor of applied geology at Sapienza University and a
member of the testing commission. In a 1960 report, Penta
entertained both possibilities: the Vajont landslide might
occur as either a slow and superficial landslide or a sudden and
massive geological event. He didn’t believe there was sufficient
evidence to firmly support either hypothesis, instead recom-
mending further investigation. This interpretation of the
situation and his recommendation for continued monitoring
were endorsed by the testing commission, which, in Decem-
ber 1960, concluded that there was no immediate risk to the
local population.” A year later, in October 1961, the moni-
toring plan does not appear to have yielded any certainty.
Penta continued to contemplate the possibility of a sudden
detachment of a large rock mass triggered by the filling of the
reservoir, suggesting that “means should be sought to avoid,
if possible, major landslides and to limit their effects on the
lake and ancillary works.”” How the filling of the reservoir
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could have been authorized on such fragile grounds remains a
mystery. One can imagine that, in Penta’s hypothesis—shared
by Dal Piaz—the potential risks to local people were not even
considered. However, the precautionary principle might have
suggested a different course of action.

What is certain is that, despite moving forward with the
reservoir project, predictions about the geological future of
the basin must have raised serious concerns, requiring signifi-
cant interventions. Among these was the construction of a
bypass tunnel, designed in case the basin was split in two by
a landslide.

Although armed with different knowledge, interests, and
sources of power, everyone involved found themselves scru-
tinizing the slopes of Monte Toc, almost trying to predict
what might happen. Nature, as we know, however, is not
easily interpreted; it often appears confusing, uncertain, and
unpredictable.

Yet, one could argue that it might not be entirely correct
to speak of nature at Vajont, where the hydroelectric com-
pany had transformed an entire basin into a hydraulic machine.
Indeed, SADE entrusted the “Ettore Scimemi” Hydraulic
Modeling Center in Nove with the task of bringing the val-
ley into the laboratory and testing the effects of a potential
landslide on the reservoir. The entire Vajont basin was repro-
duced at a scale of 1:200, and under the direction of Professor
Augusto Ghetti from the University of Padua, twenty-two
experiments were conducted to better understand the dynam-
ics triggered by a landslide within the reservoir.*

The scientific debate surrounding the Ghetti model, like
everything related to Vajont, is highly intricate and perhaps
difficult for nonexperts to follow. Some, including Marco
Paolini, have argued that by using gravel to simulate the
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landslide, the model downplayed the severity of its effects on
the basin. Indeed, years after the disaster, in 1967, a French
hydraulics laboratory repeated the experiments using com-
pacted material instead of gravel and obtained different
results.!

The time of the landslide’s fall used in the Ghetti model
would become another point of contention. In reality, the
colossal rock mass plunged into the lake in approximately
twenty-nine seconds—"“that is, not 8 seconds, but more than
twenty times the minimum time indicated by SADE when
commissioning the study.””* At the trial, Ghetti would repeat-
edly emphasize that it was not his role to question the basic
data—"“that is, volume, configuration of the landslide, and
time of the landslide’s fall”—as provided by the client.” One
passage in the final report on the Novi experiments is particu-
larly controversial: “By decreasing the elevation of the ini-
tial reservoir, the effects of overflow and spillage are rapidly
reduced, and already, at an elevation of 700 m a.s.l. [above
sea level], the reservoir can be considered absolutely safe even
in the event of the most catastrophic foreseeable landslide.”**

It was based on this categorical statement of absolute cer-
tainty that Professor Augusto Ghetti was brought to trial. As
reconstructed by his student and defense consultant, Profes-
sor Datei, the prosecution’s experts argued that the hydrau-
lic model was flawed and inadequate for providing reliable
predictions. Therefore, they held Ghetti responsible for the
statement regarding the seven-hundred-meter threshold.”
The defense was able to demonstrate that the model was
correct, whereas it was the data provided by SADE that had
failed. Despite the seven-hundred-meter limit, SADE had
still requested and obtained permission to raise the reservoir
level to 715 meters. At the same time, however, it had rejected
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Professor Ghetti’s recommendation to continue and expand
research across the entire Vajont.”® Rightly, Datei wonders
whether the authorities would have granted this authoriza-
tion if they had been informed of the recommendations of the
hydraulic models center.”” In the end, Ghetti was acquitted by
a full verdict, but I am not sure that this acquittal resolves all
the questions left open in the history of the Vajont hydrau-
lic model. Beyond any consideration of criminally punishable
offenses, the criticism raised by the investigating judge regard-
ing Professor Ghetti’s lack of prudence seems reasonable to
me. Referring to the statement about the absolute safety of
the seven-hundred-meter elevation, the investigating judge
wrote: “Faced with the unknowns that had made experimen-
tal research difficult, the manner in which the tests were con-
ducted, and the lack of guarantees that a model never before
used could provide, Ghetti should have exercised more cau-

tion in his language.””

MESSAGES FROM THE UNDERGROUND

It wasn’t just technical reports and piezometric wells that fore-
told the mountain’s future. Many people were scrutinizing the
rocks and trees of the Toc, listening to every faint whisper and
recording its movements. As in any classical tragedy worth its
name, at Vajont, the gods—or perhaps nature—did not fail to
send their omens. The history of the dam is filled with signs,
messages invisible to the powerful but unmistakable to the
valley’s inhabitants. Many remember the rumbles and trem-
ors, like small earthquakes, that accompanied the filling and
draining phases of the reservoir. When journalist Lucia Vas-
tano asked Irene De Lorenzi about the night of the disaster,
De Lorenzi promptly replied: “It is not possible to start from
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the end. My fear is much older. It all started with the con-
struction of the dam because that’s when the earthquakes and
landslides began.””

Irene recounted the 1957 earthquake, describing stones
“splashing out of the walls” and then an incident that occurred
on the Toc slopes in 1960. While carrying a basket, a woman
was swallowed by a sudden chasm that opened in the pasture—
a kind of revelation that, as Irene recalled, made it clear to
those present that “the mountain was sliding down.” The
almost pastoral setting of this scene should not mislead, how-
ever. Irene’s family exemplified the strange hybrid of moder-
nity and rural life that characterized Vajont. Irene’s husband
was a worker employed at the dam. He had repeatedly tried
to warn management about the ominous signs coming from
the mountain, but, as Irene lamented, his efforts were in vain.
No one wanted to hear his accounts of roars, cracked walls,
or leaning trees along the reservoir’s slopes. Instead of heed-
ing his warnings, the dam’s leaders mocked him, repeating a
phrase that encapsulates the entire Vajont tragedy: “You are
mountain people. What could you possibly understand?” For-
tunately, Irene’s husband chose to listen to the Toc rather than
the site bosses. He quit his job, saving himself from the certain
death he would have faced had he stayed at the dam.

Irene’s husband was not alone in recognizing the mountain’s
warnings. Giuseppe Vazza, one of the survivors introduced in
the first chapter, recalled the alarming events around the dam
in the weeks leading up to the disaster. In September, during a
delivery to the site’s canteen, a massive landslide plunged into
the lake, raising a wave as tall as a bell tower. The wave struck
the reservoir’s banks and violently shook the canteen’s kitchen
shack, although it caused no direct harm.*” Like Irene’s hus-
band, the cook in this story reportedly decided to quit her job
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after this incident; the mountain clearly instilled fear in those
willing to listen.*' Not content with this close encounter with
the power of the landslide, Vazza recounted his own explora-
tion of the basin’s slopes:

Driven by curiosity, while my mother and wife were picking
mushrooms, I climbed up the steep slope of Mount Toc. After
about twenty minutes of climbing, I saw it—a terrifying scene!
The mountain beneath my feet was separated by almost two
meters from the rest of the slope. In front of me was a chasm,
not very deep but stretching as far as the eye could see down the
mountain. Inside that crevasse, there was a slow overturning of
earth. Stones were submerged in a kind of slime that appeared
liquid. I noticed plants tilting and falling. I was deeply shaken
and came down almost running to where my mother and wife

were standing.*”

These were certainly individual experiences, but they were
always amplified by the dense network of community rela-
tionships typical of that social and historical context. Vazza,
the village butcher, did not hesitate to share the discoveries he
had made on the Toc with his customers—not that the val-
ley residents needed their butcher’s tales to understand that the
situation was becoming extremely dangerous.*” According to
Vazza, in Erto, “not a day went by without landslides, small
earthquake tremors, or cracks and plaster detaching from the
walls of older houses.”** Earthquake rumblings and tremors
were the order of the day according to the testimony of Lon-
garone parish priest Pietro Betz.* During a television program
dedicated to Vajont, a witness recounted how the movement of
the landslide was visible to the naked eye through the tilting of
the rows of fir and larch trees. Additionally, the landslides were
clearly perceptible—especially to someone like him, who rode
a Lambretta—due to the constant potholes in the road, which
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SADE continually covered.* The Ministry of Public Works
report includes the testimony of a truck driver, Antonio Savi,
who stated that the road between Erto and Casso and the Toc
was becoming increasingly unsafe.*” According to municipal
guard, Matteo Corona, SADE was paying workers to “hide”
the potholes that continually appeared on the road—an oper-
ation that, he said, was complicating efforts to monitor the
risk.*® In a letter sent to all relevant authorities and ENEL-
SADE, the mayor of Erto and Casso succinctly captured the
state of apprehension gripping the population due to these
omens: “The people of Erto and Casso are living in a state of
constant apprehension and alarm. While some may downplay
these issues, for the people of Erto, they directly affect the
security of their lives and property. This administration once
again expresses its concerns for the safety of the people and
the village.”*

As often happens in situations like this, it was not only
humans but also—indeed, especially—nonhumans that
warned of the impending danger. One SADE worker, Renato
Trevisol, recounted how processions of shepherds came to the
dam site to inform the company that their animals were too
frightened to eat the pasture grass.” Postal employee Maria Pia
Bassetto®' and Giuseppe Vazza again told of nervous animals
fleeing the woods.”> Gervasia Mazzucco spoke of an atmo-
sphere of fear that enveloped both humans and animals—a
fear so deep that it even penetrated people’s dreams. Just a
week before October 9, Gervasia’s mother had dreamed of
drowning.”

Cracks in the houses, potholes in the streets, roars and
tremors, tilted trees, and nervous animals—this was everyday
life at Vajont, where an entire mountain was set in motion on

the banks of an immense artificial lake. At the trial, one of
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the plaintiffs’ lawyers, Giorgio Tosi, ironically described the
clumsy attempt to downplay and normalize the omens com-
ing from the Toc. Speaking about the report of the Parliamen-
tary Commission of Inquiry, Tosi focused on the use of the
adverb “imperceptibly”:

At one point, we read that the Toc landslide of 250 million cubic
meters had moved, from 1960 to 1963, “imperceptibly.” Now,
we all know from the court documents that, in three years, this
huge mountain had shifted, had moved (horizontally) toward
the lake by 4 meters. “Imperceptibly” is a very pretty, I would
say graceful, precious adverb; and like all precious things, it
must have cost a lot. I would not dare to call ignorant those who
humorously used the adverb “imperceptibly” for the 4-meter
displacement of a huge mountain, as if the Toc, 2 modern Narcis-
sus, had wanted to mirror himself in the lake and demurely, play-
ing hide-and-seek with the clouds and taking advantage of the
night’s darkness, had tried to hide this “special friendship” of his
with an imperceptible 4-meter displacement. . . . All of this was
macroscopically perceptible: the great fissure, the displacement
of the strongholds, the tilting of the trees, the partial landslides,
the creaks, the roars, the decay of the elastic modulus, the alarm

of the population, and the very concerns.**

Some portents conflict even more dramatically with the
rhetoric of imperceptibility. On March 22, 1959, a massive
landslide of three million cubic meters of rock plunged into
the Pontesei reservoir, also part of the Great Vajont hydroelec-
tric system, killing one of the workers, Arcangelo Tiziani. His
body, swept away by the landslide and drawn into the reser-
voir, was never recovered—an invisible death, just as, in fact,
the Pontesei landslide itself was almost invisible, ignored both
by SADE technicians and by the controlling authorities.”® The
following year, on November 4, 1960, it was the turn of the
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Toc, with a landslide of seven hundred thousand cubic meters
of rock that detached from the left bank and crashed into the
basin, raising a wave ten meters high. More than an omen, the
November 1960 landslide seemed like a warning. Even SADE’s
engineers were deeply shaken, as evidenced by a letter from
Carlo Semenza to his teacher and friend, engineer Ferniani,
dated April 1961: “I won’t hide from you that the problem of
these landslides has been bothering me for months; things are
probably bigger than us, and there are no adequate practical
measures.”>®

As I have already reported, SADE decided to proceed with
the construction of a bypass tunnel that would allow the basin
to be used and prevent it from overflowing in the event that
a large amount of rock occupied part of the lake. More gen-
erally, following the recommendations of geologist Penta, it
was decided to deepen geological research on the landslide and
constantly monitor the mountain. In fact, as also pointed out
by the Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry, the geological
research on the Toc was already quite thorough and would
have required drastic risk prevention measures that were not
implemented—not even a warning system for the communi-
ties in the area was set up. A network of powerful beacons
illuminated the slopes of the Toc, while piezometric wells
monitored the movement of the rock masses. The landscape
of Vajont was certainly far from reassuring. This is why, in
contrast to SADE’s sophisticated equipment, the people of
the valley relied on their own DIY monitoring systems—
scrutinizing tree lines, cracks in walls, and the anxious behavior
of animals, and even employing the most ingenious methods
in the final days, such as the one recounted by municipal guard
Matteo Corona: “I was instructed to go to Mt. Toc to inspect
the cracks that had already formed in the shape of an ‘M’ up
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there. I made spies with a billhook that I had in my backpack;
I made sticks upstream and downstream and marked numbers
on them [unintelligible]. According to the movement of the
material, I would report back to my mayor.”’

Scientists versus mountain people, wooden sticks versus
piezometric wells, rumblings from the bowels of the Toc versus
official reports. In the conflicts of knowledge at Vajont, there
was no match. When a reporter from the public television
asked why they hadn’t all run away earlier if they knew of the
danger, one survivor replied, “With the hope that they knew
more than we did.”*®
Those mountain people, in short, knew—if only someone

had been willing to listen. Just as Tina Merlin did.
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THE VAJONT CASES

CASES WON, CASES LOST

On November 30, 1960, Tina Merlin, journalist, and Orazio
Pizzigoni, editor of the newspaper L’ Unitd, were acquitted by
the Milan court of the charge of spreading “false and tenden-
tious news aimed at disturbing public order.” The trial against
Tina Merlin was the first of the Vajont trials and, paradoxi-
cally, ended by siding with the great accuser of SADE—the
Cassandra of Vajont as she was often called.! Unfortunately,
some cases are lost even when they are won in court.

The subject of the court dispute was an article by Merlin,
published in L’Unita on May 5, 1959, with the unequivocal
headline “SADE lords it over, but mountain people defend
themselves.” The article reported on the formation of a con-
sortium among the inhabitants of the Erto valley to protect
themselves from the abuses of the large hydroelectric corpo-
ration. Although much of the article focused on the expro-
priations and restrictions on movement imposed by SADE,
the lawsuit mainly targeted the concerns and risks posed by
the dam. The subpoena, in fact, held Tina Merlin and Orazio
Pizzigoni accountable for spreading news about the “exis-
tence of a serious danger” to the communities bordering the

reservoir.>
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Recounting the founding assembly of the consortium,
Tina Merlin wrote:

Families directly affected by the threat of expropriation or the
encroachment on their property by SADE, along with many
other mountain residents, spoke out. They saw in the company’s
selfishness and the government’s inertia a grave threat to the very
existence of the village, with a reservoir of 150 million cubic
meters of water being built behind it. This reservoir could even-
tually erode the landslide-prone soil, potentially causing houses

to sink into the lake.?

A few experts pointed out the errors made by Merlin and
the villagers in their predictions regarding the risks posed
by the dam. For my part, I believe it is irrelevant to high-
light the lack of expertise in geology and engineering of the
journalist and the local inhabitants, as this is a truism; in fact,
it would be strange if this were not the case. On the contrary,
it seems to me that both the citizens gathered in the assembly
and the journalist from L’Unita were carrying out their duties
very well, raising their concerns and denouncing the authori-
ties’ lack of attention to their demands. It was not their job
to solve the complicated geological and technological puzzle
of Vajont. That they understood the geological dynamics
of Monte Toc was by no means enough, since the massacre
was not prevented, and no one forced SADE to abandon the
plant—not even those with the academic qualifications and
expertise appropriate to the case.

The issue of the risks triggered by the dam was undoubt-
edly the central concern around which the consortium for the
defense of the Erto valley was formed. The journalist Renato
Zanolli connected the Pontesi landslide of March 1959 with the
consortium’s founding assembly, convened a few months later.*
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In the aftermath of the disaster, Merlin herself recalled the
1959 assembly as a revelatory moment that unequivocally
demonstrated the local communities’ awareness of the risk:

I had attended an assembly of farmers from Erto and Casso. All
the heads of families had formed a consortium to defend the Erto
valley because they were convinced that if the power company
built the reservoir, it would pose a serious danger to them. This
was because the village of Erto was built on the site of an old
landslide that had fallen from a nearby mountain hundreds of

years ’c].gO.5

The trial against Tina Merlin and L’Unitd became an
opportunity to bring the concerns of valley residents into
an institutional forum. The defense called three citizens of
Erto—Celeste Martinelli, Pietro Della Putta, and Osvaldo
Carrara—as witnesses to demonstrate how widespread the
apprehensions about the Vajont Dam were, independent of
the incriminating article.® In their testimony, Martinelli and
Della Putta explicitly referred to the Pontesei landslide as a
pivotal event that heightened awareness of the risks associated
with the Vajont basin. Della Putta added details about the anx-
ious state of the people of Erto, fueled by cracks in the walls of
their houses, continuous seismic tremors, and visible fissures
on the slopes of the Toc—those ominous signs we encoun-
tered in the previous chapter.

In the end, as mentioned earlier, Merlin and Pizzigoni were
fully acquitted. For the judges in Milan, Tina Merlin had sim-
ply exercised her “right to report news, informing the public
of entirely legitimate facts and criticisms.”” The ruling not
only rejected the claim that the news published by L’Unita was
false or tendentious but also dismantled the accusation that it
aimed to disturb public order. As stated in the ruling:
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The news reported in Merlin’s article is devoid of any causal effect
in relation to that event, given that the environment and commu-
nity to which it refers—and in which it was disseminated—was
already deeply disturbed and concerned about it due to circum-
stances and fears that were entirely unrelated, independent, and
prior to the defendants’ activity. In this respect, therefore, the
conduct of Merlin and Pizzigoni introduced nothing new and
had no causal effect or capacity to disturb public order, which

was already present.8

Later, when the disaster had already unfolded, Tina Merlin
bitterly remarked, “Had I really managed to upset the SADE
order, we would not be here today mourning our dead and
cursing those responsible!™”

Tina Merlin was, indeed, a passionate advocate for the lost
cause of Vajont, extending her efforts far beyond the Milan
trial. Historian Adriana Lotto has written an insightful biog-
raphy of Tina Merlin, situating her fight at Vajont within
the broader context of her life as a communist journalist and
activist.'’ It is difficult to fully grasp Tina Merlin’s relent-
less denunciation of the events at Vajont without knowing
at least a little about her life story. She was a poor mountain
girl who left elementary school to work as a domestic servant
for wealthy families in Milan. Having experienced margin-
alization firsthand, she became a partisan and a communist,
driven by a profound thirst for justice and a determination
to challenge inequality and oppression. For Tina, Vajont was
fundamentally this: the story of marginalized mountain com-
munities oppressed by a powerful hydroelectric corporation
and a complicit, subservient political system. Like me, Tina did
not view Vajont as an aberration of the system, a mistake, or
even an unfortunate accident. This is not to suggest that any-
one deliberately orchestrated a massacre by building a massive
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hydroelectric reservoir on the edge of a landslide. The issue
lies elsewhere: A socioecological system entirely subordinated
to profit inevitably generates risks for the powerless—risks
that it systematically underestimates because its functioning
prioritizes the production of value over the very reproduc-
tion of life itself. I have spoken elsewhere about the “wasting
relationships” that create socioecological dumping grounds—
where the havens of the privileged always depend on creating
hells for the many, who are excluded."

Vajont, like all major projects of the hypermodernist era, is
a product of the simplification of socioecological relations—a
phenomenon described by American scholar James Scott in
his book Seeing Like a State. To achieve this transformation,
one must view reality as the state sees it—and, I would add,
as capital sees it—reducing the complexity of socioecological
relations into something readable and classifiable. However,
the story of Vajont vividly demonstrates that imposing the
perspective of the state and capital on such relations only sub-
jects them to that vision without necessarily ensuring a genu-
ine understanding of how they function.

Tina Merlin, on the other hand, did not view Vajont
through the lens of the state or corporations. As a communist,
she approached it with a nuanced awareness of the complexity
of a landscape where power, knowledge, technology, collec-
tive rights, and private profits were deeply intertwined. She
expressed this perspective with a clarity more effective than
my own: When French journalists asked how she knew about
the risks of the dam, she simply said it was enough to listen to
the mountain people and trust their concerns.

Tina Merlin’s Vajont exemplifies what it means to exam-
ine socioecological relations without ignoring or naturalizing
power dynamics, instead choosing a perspective rooted in the

Downloaded from direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2598554/book_9780262053020.pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



60 Chapter 3

experiences of subalterns—those who are dismissed because
their knowledge lacks institutional legitimacy. Reflecting on
Merlin, geologist Edoardo Semenza, the discoverer of the
Vajont paleo-landslide, remarked that “the author’s political
vision led her from the beginning to view the whole affair with
the prejudice characteristic of her side.”" I suppose the corol-
lary of this statement is the presumed existence of an objec-
tive approach—one free from bias, immune to the influence of
power and economic interests. In other words, it evokes the so-
called god trick, which philosopher Donna Haraway unmasked
years ago for what it truly is: a rhetorical device that conceals
the positionality of the observer.> On the contrary, the case of
Vajont demonstrates how politicizing the problem could have
helped address it effectively. Taking the side of the subalterns,
recognizing the asymmetries of power and resources at play,
listening to their concerns, and exercising a systematic distrust
of those who consistently defend the interests of the powerful
are all strategies that would have aligned with the precaution-
ary principle, perhaps leading to further research and stricter
controls.

As I have argued previously, it is not that Tina and the com-
munists “politicized” Vajont; that landscape, shaped by turbines
and kilowatt-hours, was already a political landscape, shaped by
layers of power and power relations that determined its fate.
However, in mainstream narratives, “politicization” is often
invoked only when subalterns attempt to resist or even speak
out. In this framing, political agendas—always those of margin-
alized people—are seen as preventing an objective view of the
facts, which is, of course, the view of those in power. Reaf-
firming the political nature of socioecological issues is, after
all, the core mission of political ecology as a field of research

and of environmental justice movements as a field of action.
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Unsurprisingly, Tina began her 1983 book on Vajont with
a forceful denunciation of the complicity between science and
power in producing the disaster:

It will remain a testament to the everlasting shame of science and
politics—a union between science and politics that, twenty years
ago, closely tied nearly all distinguished academics to economic
powet, in this case, the SADE electric monopoly. This mono-
poly, in turn, used political power—embodied by the Christian
Democrats—to carry out large projects for so-called public util-

ity, from which it made, or expected to make, enormous profits."

“Power” is the key word in Tina Merlin’s reading of the
case of Vajont: the power of SADE, which was able to impose
its decisions and neutralize any safety measures; the power of
the state, which supported the large hydroelectric enterprise
while ignoring calls for precaution; and the power of official
science, which, at best, was incapable of prioritizing the safety
of citizens over other considerations—and this, in fact, seems
to me the most benevolent possible interpretation.

After her 1959 acquittal, Merlin remained concerned about
Vajont. On October 8, 1960, in the aftermath of the landslide
that fell into the basin, she wrote in L’Unita:

The Erto Reservoir . . . is already beginning to cause disasters. A
huge landslide rushed into the lake, breaking off from the land
on the left bank in the locality of Toc, just above the great Vajont
dam. . .. One was, therefore, right in gathering the concerns of
the population and recalling previous experiences in Vallesella and
Forno di Zoldo, to alert about the existence of a clear danger posed
by the formation of the lake. And the danger has become more
and more imminent. At the site of the landslide, the ground con-
tinues to give way; there is an impressive noise of earth and stones
continually falling. The wide cracks in the ground, encompassing

an area of several kilometers, certainly cannot be reassuring."
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The contrast between SADE’s Vajont and that of the locals
becomes a vivid image in Merlin’s article when the journalist
describes the arrival of the company’s “bigwigs” in their “very
luxurious cars.” All of them inspected the dam and the moun-
tain, but they were ready to flee if any villager approached
asking for clarification. Quoting the citizens of Erto, Merlin
concluded, “They only care about their lake; they really don’t
care about us.” The following year, on February 21, L’Unita
published an article by Merlin that would become the grim
prophecy—albeit wrong in its details—of the 1963 disaster.
The journalist warned of the risk that a massive landslide,
involving fifty million cubic meters of rock, could plunge
into the reservoir, causing catastrophic damage to the nearby
municipalities. As we now know, the landslide was five times
larger than the one feared by the journalist, who neverthe-
less pinpointed a key issue in the dynamics of the disaster: the
uncertainty surrounding the timing of the landslide’s entry
into the reservoir.'® Tina seemed to underestimate the risks
to Longarone—which she feared might only be overwhelmed
by the dam’s collapse—and instead focused on the dangers to
Erto and Casso. But hers were certainly not academic articles
destined for a geology journal; others, with the necessary
resources, authority, and knowledge, ought to have taken up
that cry of denunciation and done what was necessary. Tina
Merlin’s denunciation, as well as the concerns of the mountain
people she had chosen to listen to, fell on deaf ears. On Octo-
ber 10, 1963, from Ponte nelle Alpi, while trying to force a
roadblock and reach Longarone, Tina attempted to inform the
readers of L’Unita about the disaster:

I am in Ponte nelle Alpi: the road is blocked by police officers

and soldiers. It is not possible to pass. Only ambulances, police,
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and army vehicles can pass the roadblock and advance toward
Longarone, the town of two thousand inhabitants submerged
in the night by the avalanche of water that swept over it after
the dam on the Vajont gave way. . . . An eyewitness brought the
following dramatic news from Longarone: three-quarters of the
village was swept away. The appearance is chilling; not a groan
can be heard, it looks like an immense cemetery. Many dozens
of people, whole families, are missing. The hamlets around Lon-
garone have also been hit by the huge mass of water: Pirago has
been completely destroyed, Villanova and Faé¢ half-destroyed,
Codissago much damaged."”

According to Toni Sirena, Tina’s son and a journalist him-
self, his mother never fully recovered from the bitterness of
failing to prevent the Vajont massacre.'® As Tina herself wrote
a few days after the disaster, “I am writing these lines with a
heart gripped by remorse for not having done more to induce
the people of these lands to rebel against the deadly threat
that has now become a tragic reality.”"” Her commitment to
Vajont was not that of a passing journalist, ready to chase the
news of the moment; her personal and political biography—
which, for those like Tina and me, are the same thing, of
course—tied her to that event. She remained connected to
Vajont her entire life, following it as a journalist and writer
well beyond 1963. Toni Sirena recalls his mother’s annoy-
ance at the ease with which even her political side distanced
itself from Vajont. Sirena mentions his mother’s refusal to
accept a plaque offered by the municipality of Longarone to
all journalists who had covered the disaster—without distin-
guishing between those who had pointed out the responsible
parties and those who had criticized the communists for doing
so. Again, Sirena recounts his mother’s annoyance when the
National Association of Italian Partisans of Belluno invited
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Benigno Zaccagnini to an event, forgetting his role as minister
of public works in the Vajont events.”

Testifying to this unwavering loyalty to the (both won and
lost) Vajont cause is the book published twenty years after
the massacre, in 1983, in which, on the final pages, Tina asks
herself: “Young people, what do they know about SADE, the
struggles of their parents, the abuse of power by the power-
ful against a community that only asked to live and work in
peace?”?!

I will explore the memory of Vajont more extensively in
the final chapter of this book. For now, it is enough to reit-
erate, along with Tina Merlin, that although remembering is
essential, it is equally important to recognize that memory can
take many forms. For Tina, remembering went hand in hand
with justice; it was not enough to mourn the victims without

holding those responsible for their deaths accountable.
IN AGRAMANTE’S CAMP

I do not know if Tina and the Vajont survivors truly believed
they would find justice in courtrooms. Perhaps the plaintiffs’
lawyer, Sandro Canestrini, spoke for all of them when he
declared forcefully in his closing argument on September 23,
1969:

To the defense attorneys and their protégés, we express our
discomfort at being forced to fight in Agramante’s camp (and
not just in a legal one) within the system. The indictment—
guilt with foresight, a concept so strange and with such blurred
boundaries—is the one you prefer, instead of an indictment for
voluntary manslaughter with malice aforethought. The penal
code and jurisprudence are what you favor: a code ruthless about

petty theft yet indulgent with manslaughter, a code (and remnant

Downloaded from direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2598554/book_9780262053020.pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



The Vajont Cases 65

of fascism) that must regulate this trial, which is itself a cry of
revolt.

A venue that suits you, secured through your countless
efforts to invoke and obtain legitimate suspicions; proceedings
timed to your liking, skirting the edge of the statute of limi-
tations; judges, whose personal expertise and impartiality we
won't even question, because they are so obviously products of
your world and your society; and all of this, spiced up with a
formidable team of defense attorneys cherry-picked from the
elite, operating in a political climate that works entirely in your

favor.?

Nonetheless, it was in that Agramante’s camp” of
courtrooms—on foreign soil, so to speak, and not only
because the trial was transferred to L’ Aquila due to legitimate
suspicion®*—that the battle for justice in the wake of the mas-
sacre was fought. The criminal outcome—Ileaving aside the
civil proceedings—of this Vajont judicial case is well known:
After three levels of trial, the Supreme Court found Biadene,
an engineer at SADE, and Sensidoni, a member of the dam
inspection commission and inspector general of the civil engi-
neers, guilty. The former was sentenced to five years and the
latter to three years and eight months, of which three years
were pardoned. All other defendants were acquitted, either for
not having committed the act (Tonini, Marin, and Ghetti) or
for lack of sufficient evidence (Frosini and Violin).?

Although the sentences were decidedly mild—considering
that, in the first instance, the prosecution had requested
twenty-one years for all the defendants except Violin, for
whom it had requested nine years—the Supreme Court’s ruling
was considered a success by many survivors. This was because it
reestablished the principle of the foreseeability of the catastro-
phe, which had been denied at previous levels of justice.
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A separate issue would be to examine the prison conditions
and privileges enjoyed by Biadene and Sensidoni during their
incarceration. Building upon journalistic sources from the
time, the Wikipedia biographical entry on Biadene describes
his prison regime as including meals paid for by ENEL,* a
single cell, an inmate acting as his attendant, and a schedule
divided between the library and consulting work on prison
modernization.

Although this account may leave readers like me
dumbfounded—or perhaps even more convinced that justice
does not coincide with law—the overall tone of this brief bio-
graphical entry is far from guilt-ridden. One reads on Wikipedia:

With his simplicity, and above all with his seriousness, he had
managed to make himself loved by everyone: by the inmates, to
whom he gave lessons in mathematics, Italian and Latin, and by
the prison guards, who helped him organize the library, which
was significantly enriched at the time with volumes from Biad-

ene’s personal collection.”

It was no coincidence that the radical left-wing daily Lotta
Continua, reporting on Biadene’s prison regime, included
news of a young Sicilian man who had been sentenced to two
years in prison for stealing fifty-five lire.”® Sensidoni never set
foot in prison, spending his imprisonment in a Roman clinic.
The judicial proceedings regarding the criminal trial for the
Vajont massacre ends here, with a rather modest sentence
handed down by the Supreme Court, a punishment that seems
to betray its class character and its limitations. As Canestrini
used to say, the system is inflexible with those who steal an
apple but rather sympathetic to the powerful.”’

Journalist Fiorello Zangrando, who had covered the Vajont
trial for Il Gazzettino di Belluno, recalls that at the reading
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of the sentence, someone in the courtroom shouted, “The
law applies equally to all, but not the rich.”** However, the
denouement of the case by no means exhausts the interest in
the long judicial history of Vajont; in fact, it is more accurate
to say that it is the trial itself, rather than its final result, that
holds the greatest significance.

The Vajont judicial proceedings began just hours after
the catastrophe, when public prosecutor Arcangelo Man-
darino initiated an investigation against unknown persons,
ordering the seizure of all documents related to the dam and
gathering the first testimonies of survivors. This marked the
beginning of what would become the vast Vajont archives:
a collection spanning fifty linear meters and containing 256
folders. These archives were discovered in the basement of the
L’Aquila state archives after the 2009 earthquake and are now
housed at the State Archives in Belluno.*!

The trial was transferred to L’Aquila at the request of the
defendants, who had asked for and obtained a transfer from
the “natural” venue in Belluno on the grounds of legitimate
suspicion. They argued that the general climate resulting from
the disaster would prevent the trial from being conducted
smoothly and impartially. In his argument, lawyer Canestrini
described the application of legitimate suspicion as yet another
injustice perpetrated against the victims of Vajont, who were
once again “pointed to as a reason for disorder to be repressed
and punished.”?

The criminal trial was not the only space to seek the truth
about the disaster: There was also a Parliamentary Commis-
sion of Inquiry, as well as investigations by ENEL and the
Ministry of Public Works. Much of the documentation pro-
duced in these forums later found its way into the trial records,

which form the extensive Vajont archives.
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The Vajont trial, and more generally all investigations into
the disaster, centered on the question of the predictability of
the landslide and its consequences. After all, public debate
also focused on this issue, with journalists of the caliber of
Dino Buzzati and Giorgio Bocca™ firmly siding with those
who explained the disaster as an unpredictable natural event.**
Clearly, if that was indeed the case, no one could be blamed;
all that remained was to curse the mountain and mourn the
victims. However, this explanation conflicted with Tina Mer-
lin’s articles on the risks dating back to 1959, with the many
warnings described in the previous chapter and even with the
technical reports from some of the experts who had warned
about the geological fragility of the Toc. It was for this reason
that among the first moves of the Belluno prosecutor’s office
was the appointment of a commission of experts® with the
task of answering eleven questions that were perhaps, at bot-
tom, only one: Was the Monte Toc landslide foreseeable in the
form in which it occurred on the evening of October 9, 1963?

After eighteen months of work—despite the prosecutor’s
office demanding that the report be completed within three
months—the commission of experts adopted the thesis that
the disaster was unpredictable, effectively absolving all those
responsible. As Eleonora Pierobon wrote in her comprehen-
sive master’s thesis on the disaster, the prosecutor’s experts
argued that “the factors that determined the catastrophe had
to be sought outside the conduct of the men who had been
in charge of Vajont.”*® This version, however, did not con-
vince the investigating judge, Mario Fabbri, who appointed
another panel of experts, largely composed of foreign special-
ists, with the exception of geologist Floriano Calvino.” If the
new panel of experts had no doubts about the predictability
of the landslide, it was up to the investigators to prove that
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SADE was aware of the risks and that the authorities, too busy
pleasing the hydroelectric company, failed to carry out their
regulatory duties.

Certainly, the Vajont trial is a peculiar case; reading the
thousands of documents—or even just a fraction of them, as
I did—it feels as though it moves between a geology or engi-
neering laboratory and a popular assembly. Technical and
scientific knowledge obviously played a key role, but broader
political considerations also often emerged in a trial that,
despite the investigators’ intentions, seemed to indict an entire
system of production and its dangerous relationships with
power and science.

Giorgio Tosi, one of the plaintiffs’ lawyer alongside the
aforementioned Canestrini and, like him, a former parti-
san and militant communist,” emphasized the contradiction
between a trial that was technically for manslaughter—in his
words, similar to what might happen in a car accident—and
the systemic significance of what happened at Vajont and its
translation into the courtroom. Speaking to the judges in
the L’Aquila court, Tosi stated: “Some have argued that the
Vajont disaster is a consequential, linear, and logical outcome
of the system; it is proof that the system is flawed. Therefore,
it is the system that must be judged and condemned. Others,
however, argue that the Vajont disaster is a degeneration of
the system.””

In short, it was about identifying personal responsibility
and punishing accordingly, without losing sight of the power
structures that had allowed and supported those criminal
choices. Similarly, the trial clearly investigated the construc-
tion and legitimization of scientific and technical knowledge,
as well as the difficulties involved in predicting the interactions
between large hydroelectric infrastructures and geological
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structures. However, the trial was not, and could not be,
turned into an academic dispute over these issues. It was Tosi

again who made this point very clear:

We must not allow this temptation of meta-legal speculations to
take the reins, but neither should we repress or stifle it. . . . If I
wete to turn my statement into a rallying cry, I would certainly
be a bad lawyer and also a bad politician. However, if this is true
for politics and sociological inquiry, it is equally true for tech-
nique and science. . . . So much so that, if I were to give a disser-
tation on construction technology, geology, or hydraulics here,
in this courtroom, I would certainly be a very bad technician. I

would also be a very bad lawyer.40

The position expressed in cassation by the plaintiffs’ lawyer
Odoardo Ascari was not substantially different, who urged
against turning the trial into a sort of university exam, with
the defendants called to the blackboard to solve complex
equations.*' In the same vein, prosecutor Arcangelo Man-
darino, in his 1967 indictment, made it clear that, for trial
purposes, it was not relevant to discuss the scientific impos-
sibility of knowing all aspects of the landslide phenom-
enon at Vajont. It was sufficient, he argued, to prove that
the risk was known—albeit imperfectly—but nonetheless
underestimated.*” To those who insisted on the intrinsic
and imponderable dangers of the most varied human activi-
ties, Mandarino reiterated that the precautionary principle
required “the observance of all norms of prudence compatible
with the risk inherent in the dangerousness of the activity.”*
In short, Mandarino asserted, the higher the risk, the greater
the prudence and expertise required to mitigate and control
it. Lawyer Canestrini was convinced that the Vajont trial was
eminently political, bringing an entire production system to
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the dock: “There are processes that, by their nature, lay bare
the foundations of a society and the meaning of an entire
historical epoch. . . . The Vajont trial is, by its very nature,
first and foremost a discourse on the responsibilities of sci-
ence, technology, and bureaucracy in protecting the social
and political interests of the ruling class.”**

Reading and rereading it, Canestrini’s argument clearly
resonates with many ideas that would later become pillars of
political ecology and of science and technology studies. The
lawyer dismantled the notion of apolitical, unbiased, and
pure scientific and technical progress, asserting the inherently
political nature of knowledge. Anticipating one of the central
tenets of political ecology, he argued that progress is “always
in favor of someone and to the detriment of someone else.”*

Politicized or pure, science was undoubtedly the protag-
onist in the process. As I have already mentioned, in those
courtrooms—as indeed throughout the country—the cen-
tral question was whether and to what extent the disaster had
been foreseen. Since lawyers and criminal culpability were
involved, this was a matter not of academic debate but rather
of establishing, for example, who had foreseen what and who
had knowledge of it.

In a spasmodic attempt to exonerate the defendants, the
defense strategies oscillated between predictable blame shift-
ing and metaphysical appeals to the inscrutability of nature
and its laws. Although the main argument of the defense was
the impossibility of predicting the landslide in both the form
in which it occurred and its timing, individual defendants did
not hesitate to accuse one another of concealing or underesti-
mating critical data.

This was, for instance, the defense strategy of Profes-
sor Ghetti, who was responsible for the Novi experiments
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described in chapter 2. Ghetti accused SADE of withholding
crucial data necessary for the complete and effective design of
the experiments—an argument the court upheld, leading to
his full acquittal. Similarly, the government officials charged
with overseeing the dam also claimed they had been denied
access to all the data available to the concessionaire.** In par-
ticular, the Miiller report and the Novi test results were key
pieces of information that SADE deliberately chose not to
share with all concerned parties. According to the prosecutor,
the motive behind these concealments was SADE’s desire to
maintain absolute control over the decisions to be made regard-
ing Vajont: “It was an inviolable principle and a prerogative
of SADE managers to gather information, select it, evaluate
it, keep it exclusively to themselves, and decide accordingly.
Others, whoever they were . . . were to know only what was
sufficient to reassure them. They were to remain unaware of
anything that might cause alarm or prompt precautionary
measures detrimental to the concessionaire’s interests.”*’

The 1969 lower court ruling contradicted the prosecu-
tion’s thesis, arguing that SADE had publicized, rather than
concealed, the Vajont reservoir. In fact, the judges appeared to
conflate the public display of the prodigious dam with the dis-
closure of scientific reports produced by experts.*® In short, a
trip to Vajont could hardly replace geologist Miiller’s eighteen
reports, the conclusions of Edoardo Semenza and Giudici’s
campaigns, or the results of Novi’s experiments.

Although the prosecution emphasized the regime of
secrecy—or at least the lack of full transparency—adopted by
the company, it nonetheless held other parties co-responsible
for the disaster. The prosecution described Violin, the chief
engineer of the Belluno Public Works Department (Genio
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Civile) as little more than a paper pusher for SADE. Moreover,
he was not even an efficient one: On October 8, 1963, the gov-
ernment assistant tasked with closely monitoring the Vajont
landslide sent his final and extremely alarming report to the
civil engineer. Violin, however, chose to forward it by regular
mail to the dam service on the morning of October 9, the very
day of the disaster.*’ It is worth noting that Violin was acquit-
ted on appeal due to insufficient evidence, but sometimes
responsibility extends beyond the boundaries of the criminal
code.

That said, the charge brought against Violin was, in many
ways, more broadly applicable to the public officials tasked
with overseeing the Vajont Dam. According to the prosecu-
tion and much of public opinion, the supervisory bodies had
abdicated their responsibilities by relying entirely on the enti-
ties they were meant to oversee. Although it is true that SADE
withheld certain information, it is equally true that public
officials did not appear particularly eager to stay informed.

The plaintiffs’ lawyer Carloni highlighted the example of
Curzio Batini, president of the fourth section of the Higher
Council of Public Works, who, despite being aware of the
experiments conducted by Professor Ghetti, never requested
the results.*® Sensidoni is described by engineer Tonini of the
SADE research office as an excellent advocate for the hydro-
power company within the ministries in Rome. He managed
to secure authorization for raising the reservoir by fifteen
meters in just a few days, between December 21 and 23,
1962.°" Attorney Carloni described the defendant’s behav-
ior as follows: “It is certain that he made prodigious efforts
to secure clearance for the reservoirs, including the third one.
Equally certain, however, is his complete inactivity regarding
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the various verification, surveillance, and precautionary tasks
that he should have promoted, given his role as the director of
the dam service.”®?

The plaintiffs’ lawyers and prosecutors had no doubt that
the inspectors had relied entirely on the company to moni-
tor the landslide and its potential consequences. Exemplify-
ing this attitude were the actions of the Belluno Public Works
Department, the Prefecture of Udine, and the Ministry of
Public Works in response to a dramatic letter from the town
council of Erto and Casso. The council had requested a clear
and definitive answer about the risks posed by the dam.

The response was delegated to ENEL—those accused of
endangering public safety—who not only assured the coun-
cil that the landslide was under control but also mocked its
concerns.” Prosecutor Arcangelo Mandarino spoke of a
“mutual reliance”—in other words, the controllers relied on
the controlled—and argued that “the empiricism, recklessness
and inexperience of everyone made a decisive contribution to
the catastrophe.”*

For their part, the SADE-ENEL representatives and their
defense counsel sought to shift all responsibility onto others—
in their case, primarily the consultants who were supposed to
guide their decisions regarding the Toc landslide. This was
the argument put forth by lawyer Bras, part of Biadene’s
defense team, who claimed that his client was not responsible
for the decisions he made because he had merely followed the
advice of the experts.*® The clash between Biadene and Ghetti
was emblematic of this defense strategy. Ghetti accused SADE
of failing to provide him with all the necessary data for proper
calibration of the model, whereas Biadene defended himself
by citing Ghetti’s assurances that an altitude of seven hun-

dred meters would remain safe, even in the event of the most
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catastrophic landslide. However, to be accurate, Biadene had
requested a higher reservoir level than the altitude Ghetti con-
sidered safe.

When asked by the Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry
whether he was aware of geologist Penta’s catastrophic scenario,”®
engineer Pancini, the site manager at Vajont, responded—
somewhat reasonably:

But if this memo from Penta shows his concern, why did he
allow the encroachment? I keep wondering these days; I lost all
my people up there. . . . When this Penta allows us, after seeing
all the measurements and everything, he would have made his
interpretations. When we asked him for the encroachment per-
mit, why did he allow it? They themselves didn’t understand it
[the experts], let alone us. If Prof. Dal Piaz had understood it, he

would have put us on notice. He never did.”’

Pancini’s torment likely went beyond a defensive strat-
egy aimed at shifting responsibility onto others. In fact, the
Vajont site manager would take his own life on November 24,
1968, the day before the trial was set to begin. He would be
partially vindicated by the plaintiffs’ lawyer Giovanni Car-
loni. In his plea before the Court of Appeals in L’Aquila, Car-
loni questioned how “the distinguished geologist” Penta had
been able to authorize the reservoir at seven hundred meters,
despite his own recommendation not to exceed an elevation
of 650 meters due to the possibility—never ruled out—of
a catastrophic landslide event.”® Court document 1757/20
reports a meeting at Vajont on November 15-16, 1960,
attended by Pancini, Miiller, Semenza, and others, in which
the idea of a reservoir higher than 650 meters was ruled out
to prevent the landslide from causing “an extremely danger-

ous wave.”*
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Even more eloquent is the court document listed as number
1999/67. Alongside an accurate drawing of the landslide area,
Biadene had handwritten: “flooded no, because otherwise the
movement of the landslide would become uncontrollable.”*
Later in the same document, which was evidently one of the
key pieces of evidence for the prosecution, Biadene wrote that
raising the water level in the basin was dangerous due to the
dynamic impact that a fast-moving landslide—this adjective
being emphasized by the engineer—would cause.® That was in
1960. The 1999/67 document conflicted with a deposition by
Biadene from November 1963, in which he insisted on an abso-

lute lack of awareness regarding the extent of the landslide:

I and my collaborators, when we followed the progress of the
phenomenon, always said: here we are facing what Dal Piaz had
predicted. . . . In short, we were expecting a series of small land-
slides. . . . I, along with engineer Semenza, began increasing the
water level again, until October 1961. We saw that things were
developing in such a way that it did not lead to any accelera-
tions that would suggest the worst-case scenario, but we always

expected only small landslides.*

In the same deposition, Biadene admitted that after Dal
Piaz’s death in 1962, SADE no longer had a geologist “explic-
itly on site.” He justified this decision by explaining that the
testing commission had required fortnightly reports to be sent
to all the overseeing bodies.”> As I have already recounted, the
government assistant sent a very alarmed report to the Public
Works Department the day before the disaster—perhaps late,
but not so late that evacuation of the settlements couldn’t have
been considered. However, as I've already mentioned, despite
the alarm, the chief civil engineer of Belluno chose to respond
by forwarding this report to the dam service—by regular mail.
The rest, at this point, is well known.
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THE (COMMUNIST) MOLE AND THE PROFESSOR

Another criminal trial took place on the fringes of the Vajont
disaster: the trial of Lorenzo Rizzato, a technician and drafts-
man working at the University of Padua, specifically at the
Institute of Hydraulics, led by Professor Ghetti. Rizzato was
accused by Ghetti of stealing documents related to Novi’s
experiments, with the intent of passing them through the Com-
munist deputy Busetto to the press. However, it was not even
a case of actual theft, as the documents disappeared on Octo-
ber 12 and were found again, in their place, on October 14.%
As previously noted, the experiments conducted by Ghetti had
a rather secretive, if not outright clandestine, nature. There-
fore, it was not assumed that they would be made public, even
in the aftermath of the tragedy. The circumstantial evidence
that placed Rizzato in the dock was mainly his membership
of the Communist Party, which was at the forefront of the
battle for the truth about what happened at Vajont. It was a
summary trial, and as early as October 22, the judges in Padua
acquitted Rizzato due to insufficient evidence. Only in 2001,
thirty-eight years after the disaster, did Rizzato admit to steal-
ing the papers related to Novi’s experiments to make them
public, justifying his actions as an act of civil disobedience.®®
Particularly odious, then, was the charge on the first page
of the criminal case against Rizzato: multiple counts of grand
theft “for the purpose of profiting for himself and others.”* In
his confrontation with Benedini, assistant to Professor Ghetti
and his main accuser, Rizzato recalled that it was not he, but
many other employees at the Institute of Hydraulics, who had
mentioned the existence of highly sensitive documents during
those days “that could be a source of profit.”*” Moreover, in
their acquittal ruling, the Padua judges stated that Professor
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Ghetti himself had confirmed, through his statements, the
general climate of suspicion that prevailed at the Institute of
Hydraulics:

It is noted—the judges wrote—that Prof. Ghetti says he did not
keep the glosses and drawings of the report along with the other
Vajont documents locked in his drawer, so as not to arouse ‘sus-
picion or worse.” He does not specify at whom these suspicions
were directed, or for what reasons, nor who formulated them and
for what purpose. But certainly, an air of suspicion (or worse,
academic jealousy) was palpable in the institute surrounding that

I'epOI't.é8

Despite the fact that Rizzato’s accusers were inclined to
frame his actions as motivated by his political militancy, the
criminal proceedings nonetheless emphasized individual profit.
Surprisingly, they culminated in an arrest warrant for the Padua
draftsman, justified by “the dangerousness demonstrated by the
offender, the risk of escape, and the alarm [sic] that could result
from the recent national catastrophe.” As a result, Lorenzo
ended up in jail for a week, where, as his son told me, some
inmates affiliated with the Communist Party protected him
from potential attacks that were likely politically.*’

How can one blame journalist Mario Passi, who, writing in
L’Unita, asked why Rizzato was in jail and not the true perpe-
trators of the disaster:

They arrested a young technician from the University of Padua.
He is not an executive of SADE, nor is he one of those who con-
cealed the terrifying danger of the Vajont landslide or failed to
warn the population. He has nothing to do with these matters.
He was arrested on the charge of stealing a copy of a document
from the Institute of Hydraulics at the University of Padua—
one concerning SADE and the Vajont dam. . . . In the face of the
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tragedy of Longarone, we believe that anyone who can reveal
even a shred of truth or offer any small detail that could shed
light on what happened must do so. Were these the intentions of
the young technician from Padua, who was later released from
jail? We don’t know.”

The purpose of the theft—which more closely resembled
a loan than an actual theft, as the documents were returned
to their original place—became even clearer when Giuseppe
Golinelli, an Italian Communist Party (PCI) deputy, and jour-
nalist Mario Passi presented themselves to the Belluno pros-
ecutor with copies of the Ghetti report.”" The notion of social
dangerousness and the motive of profit, mentioned by the
prosecutor in Padua, are difficult to see in the actions of those
who allegedly took the documents. As expected, Golinelli and
Passi claimed they did not know the source of the previously
confidential documents.

The trial of Lorenzo Rizzato is, at best, a minor append-
age to the Vajont tragedy and a small footnote in its judicial
history. The volume of documentation gathered for the trial
of those responsible for the massacre is incomparable to the
meager case file on the Rizzato matter. As I have already men-
tioned, the trial, which was held under summary judgment,
ended on October 21, 1963, with Rizzato’s acquittal due to
insufficient evidence. The Padua judges seemed almost reluc-
tant to convict Rizzato, likely acknowledging the noncriminal
nature of his actions. In fact, the formula used—insufficient
evidence—acknowledged the existence of evidence but found
it inadequate for a conviction. The ruling not only discredited
the circumstantial evidence—for instance, the supposed “swell-
ing” under Rizzato’s jacket to hide the file or his nervousness
the morning the report was found back in the institution’s
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drawers—but also addressed the main piece of evidence: his
membership of the Communist Party. Once again, for the
Padua judges, this was merely a piece of evidence that did not
prove the defendant’s guilt. The telegrams of solidarity sent by
numerous local PCI federations to the detained Rizzato were
demonstration of “petty and everyday political polemics” and
certainly not proof of guilt.”” Also discrediting the theorem
linking the Communist militant to the theft of the report was
the fact that news of the Ghetti report had first appeared in
the pages of Il Giorno and only later in L’Uniti—which was
the official newspaper of the Communist Party. Moreover,
Member of Parliament Busetto, in a parliamentary question on
the Rizzato case, referred to a SADE draftsman rather than an
employee of the University of Padua. While reading these doc-
uments, I was deeply surprised that the judges did not consider
the possibility that this could have been a strategy to protect
Rizzato. Or, more likely, they chose not to entertain this possi-
bility and instead resorted to acquittal for insufficient evidence,
faced with a defendant they did not want to punish.

AsThave already explained, in 2001, thirty-eight years after
the massacre, Lorenzo Rizzato admitted in public that he had
stolen the Ghetti report to hand it over to PCI MP Busetto.
It was certainly not out of fear that Rizzato had kept that
matter confidential for so long; in four years of trials, Riz-
zato had been acquitted and ran no criminal risk in revealing
his secret. Rather, I believe Rizzato’s secrecy was due not to
a lack of courage—the Padua-based draftsman had shown he
had plenty of it—but rather to an attitude of deep humility.
Rizzato did not feel or want to be the hero of Vajont; his had
been a minor and at once great gesture of civil disobedience.
As always with civil disobedience, it is necessary to force the
limits imposed by the law to obey an imperative stronger than
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the prevailing norm because, as the militant historian Howard
Zinn reminds us, democracy always comes from breaking the
law, not from blind obedience. Pierantonio Rizzato confirms
his father’s reluctance to talk about his role in the Vajont disas-
ter.”” On the occasion of his death in 2019, journalist Fabrizio
Zupo reconstructed the story of Lorenzo Rizzato in the pages
of Padua’s Il Mattino.”* Although acquitted, the trial cost Riz-
zato a four-year suspension from work—the duration of the
various levels of the trial. Four long years in which Lorenzo
was left without a salary, forced to “scrape by,” as Pierantonio
recounts, to make ends meet. At the end of the criminal pro-
ceedings, Lorenzo was reinstated at the University of Padua,
albeit in a different department from hydraulics. Meanwhile,
a new spark had ignited in the designer’s life, transforming
him into an author, director, and theater organizer. In 1964,
Lorenzo founded the Teatro Popolare di Ricerca (TPR), a cultural
institution of great importance, and not just on a city level or
regional scale.

We do not know how the events at Vajont influenced Riz-
zato’s choices, especially his newfound passion for popular
research theater. I like to glimpse in this choice the legacy of
Brazilian pedagogue Paulo Freire, with his “theater of the
oppressed” and his radical stance of humility—his dissatisfac-
tion with a scientific knowledge that does not reveal injustice
but rather covers it, and his desire to give voice to the voice-
less. Pierantonio confirmed my conjectures, telling me about
the influence Bertolt Brecht’s work had on his father and his
choice of politically aligned theater. Lorenzo dedicated the
rest of his life to the TPR, and although he studiously refused
any starring role in the Vajont disaster, that story nonetheless
stuck with him. Pierantonio, who picked up his father’s theat-
rical legacy, recounts how his father and, consequently, TPR
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paid a “huge price”—for example, by being excluded from
opportunities provided by local government.

If Lorenzo did not feel like the hero of Vajont, even less did
he see himself as its victim. With the stubbornness of some-
one of solid convictions and unshakable values, Lorenzo had
simply decided to break the law because, regarding Vajont,
he could not remain neutral. That act of civil disobedience
changed both the Vajont case and his life.
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REBELLIOUS VICTIMS

When recounting the story of Vajont—or, in truth, any number
of other stories from what I have termed the Wasteocene, this
era characterized by the production of discarded communities—
I have often been accused of promoting a paradigm of victim-
hood.! According to this critique, I portray these communities
as victims of injustice and, in doing so, deprive them of their
agency. They are seen as objects of others’ actions rather than
as actors in their own right. Receiving criticism is not always
pleasant; at times, it feels harsh, incomprehensible, or biased.
In the worst cases, it can evoke petty academic disputes.

However, there is also much valuable criticism—feedback
that helps us see ourselves more clearly, revisit our beliefs,
and perhaps change them or, at the very least, articulate them
more effectively. My reflections on the relationship between
the victim paradigm and agency are deeply indebted to the
many colleagues who have challenged me to think critically
about these issues.

In a poignant 2011 essay, historian Giovanni De Luna
wrote about the “republic of grief” and observed how, in
recent Italian public history, we have shifted from celebrating
heroes to commemorating victims.” In a complex and often
contradictory rosary of formalized memories, the Italian state
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has constructed a narrative framework of national identity
centered precisely on the memory of victims. As De Luna
points out, this is part of a global trend, affecting other coun-
tries as well, particularly those with recent histories marked
by profound and violent divisions, such as Spain or Germany.
The victim paradigm has also been explored by literary schol-
ars such as Giglioli, who has aptly observed: “The victim is the
hero of our time.”” Quoting Giglioli, Andrea Suverato argues
that the status of victimhood confers prestige and recognition
by establishing a form of absolute innocence.*

In many cases, those who critique the victimhood para-
digm in these terms are referring to the public use of that
narrative device, not to the victims themselves. I think it’s
equally important to clarify what kind of victims we are dis-
cussing. It may seem obvious, but it’s worth stating clearly:
Not all victims are equal in the marketplace of grief. Not all
are privileged with being remembered, nor are all recognized
as victims.

Anyone who has studied environmental conflicts, even
superficially, knows how difficult it is to prove harm suffered.
Establishing a causal link between a polluting source and a dis-
ease is akin to the search for the Holy Grail. When you factor
in the enormous disparity in power between polluters and vic-
tims, the task becomes nearly impossible. This is why I have
chosen to focus not on the victimhood paradigm itself but
rather on the toxic narrative infrastructure that normalizes,
invisibilizes, and naturalizes injustice.

Try visiting the Tamburi district of Taranto, the Terra dei
Fuochi (land of fires) in Campania, petrochemical Gela, or Mar-
ghera and claiming that victims in Italy are granted a hearing,
recognition, or prestige.” Instead, I agree with De Luna that
the victimhood paradigm defuses the conflictual essence of the
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histories it references. It is easier to remember victims than to
identify perpetrators, and even more difficult to address the
systemic and structural injustices that create victims in the first
place.

The “republic of grief”—to borrow De Luna’s apt
phrase—may mourn the innocent, but it is far less willing to
pursue justice or confront conflict, which are essential founda-
tions for true justice.

Is this not precisely what happened—and continues to
happen—at Vajont? I am not convinced that the victims of
Vajont received special treatment, either symbolically or mate-
rially. Consider the paltry sentence with which the Vajont
court case concluded; it hardly seems that the victims were
truly heard. Perhaps this merely confirms the grief-centered
victim paradigm: Vajont was meant to—and must—signify
mourning, not a demand for justice.

That said, in the case of Vajont, the toxic narrative infra-
structure has primarily operated through invisibilization and
naturalization, given the disaster’s minimal presence in the
nation’s collective memory—at least until the televised air-
ing of Marco Paolini’s monologue in 1997.° I will address the
memory of Vajont more thoroughly in the fifth and final chap-
ter. However, it’s clear that the organization of memory—
what is remembered and how—is deeply connected to the
tension between victimization and agency.

The absurd saga of the two Vajont cemeteries—brilliantly
recounted by journalist and writer Lucia Vastano—can be
interpreted as a material representation of this friction between
the victimization paradigm and a more conflictual approach to
the injustice suffered.’” In 2003, the municipality of Longarone
decided to use part of the compensation funds to build a mon-
umental cemetery for the victims of the disaster. The new
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Figure 4.1

Cemetery of the Vajont victims (designated a national monument in
2003). Courtesy of the private archive of the Pro Loco Longarone
Association, Belluno.

monument, resembling a war memorial with its symmetrical
lawn and uniform marble blocks, replaced the old cemetery
in Fortogna, which had been tended by the victims’ relatives.

In Fortogna, memory was not confined to the formal-
ized structure of a memorial. There, the cemetery preserved
the rawness of private grief and the confrontational energy
of those who expressed their anger: “Barbarically and vilely
slaughtered by human recklessness and greed, they wait in
vain for justice for the infamous guilt. Premeditated mas-
sacre.” Lucia Vastano highlights this plaque from the Paiola
family—seven dead, including three children—as an example
of the confrontational memory erased by the new Vajont
memorial. The new site represents a celebration of the victim
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paradigm, promoting a composed, pacified grief designed to

evoke pity and forgiveness rather than fuel anger or conflict.
Perhaps the words of Carolina Teza, a survivor of the disas-

ter, offer the clearest articulation of the tension between the

domestication of victims and their politicization:

Institutions have done and continue to do everything to divide
the good survivors from the bad ones. The good survivors are
those who speak of pain, who move their listeners with their
stories but know how to stop there. They know when to stay
silent and allow the institutions to tell the story, making memory
harmless so that it doesn’t disturb the economic powers that still
prioritize profit over human life. The bad survivors are those who
seek justice and fight to ensure that their dead become a reminder
to the living—never to forget what humanity is capable of in the
defense of profit. The bad survivors are the ones who point the

finger at a system that values money over human lives.?

The opposition between good and bad victims—to use Car-
olina’s apt expression—emerged immediately after the disaster,
manifesting as a dichotomy between mourning and protest,
grief and anger. As the Christian Democrats proclaimed in large
letters on their posters, the communists were “jackals” exploit-
ing the tragedy of Vajont: In the face of grief, there was no
room for political battles.” This, to me, exemplifies the victim
paradigm, which aligns with my thesis on the toxic narrative
infrastructure that silences or normalizes injustice.'” At Vajont,
there were undoubtedly two thousand victims. Yet, for some,
this collective immersion in grief sufficed, without raising too
many questions about who or what was responsible.

In essence, the victim paradigm strips agency not only from
the victims but also, in a way, from the perpetrators. The nat-
uralization and normalization imposed by the toxic narrative

Downloaded from direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2598554/book_9780262053020.pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



88 Chapter 4

infrastructure recast violence as mere accident. It is no coinci-
dence that communists were accused of politicizing the disas-
ter; within the victim narrative, there is no space for politics
because there is no room for history understood as a layering
of conflict and power.

Yet, at Vajont, everything was political. In this story, which
intertwines nature and economy, power and science, technol-
ogy and memory, the victims are never just victims—they are
also rebels.

ON THE BARRICADES

It is not easy to narrate the agency of the victims, the rebellion
of the subalterns. One might be inclined to say that it is not
just the ill will of mainstream historiography—although, in
truth, this does not help. Social history, subaltern studies, gen-
der studies, and postcolonial studies have demonstrated how it
is possible to resist the invisibilization of alternative histories
imposed by the mainstream organization of memory.

However, one cannot ignore the fact that, generally, these
subaltern and marginal histories have left very faint traces. In
short, while SADE has preserved a rich archive of its activities,
the same cannot be said for the citizens’ committees that, at
Vajont and elsewhere, organized to defend themselves against
the bullying of big corporations or the failures of the authori-
ties. Perhaps these histories are even more invisible when the
conflict unfolds in the extreme peripheries of modernity, as in
the Vajont mountains.

Citizens' of Erto and Casso and the mountain hamlets around
the future dam began to mobilize against SADE even before
the construction of the reservoir began. The hydroelectric

project implied a radical transformation of the socioecological
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relations that structured the space for both humans and non-
humans in the valley. Even before fearing for their physical
survival, the people of the Vajont mountains understood the
dam’s construction as a threat to their way of life.

Building a giant hydroelectric reservoir meant flooding a
vast expanse of land that had been devoted to traditional moun-
tain activities. Although the hydropower narrative portrayed
the mountains as a kind of virgin land to be “developed,” the
reality was quite different: The valleys were already populated
with humans, plants, and animals. Turning an alpine valley
into a hydroelectric engine also meant dismantling the com-
plex web of socioecological relationships that had shaped the
lives of these mountain people and their ecosystem.

Furthermore, the construction of large hydroelectric reser-
voirs involved not only the flooding of land beneath the res-
ervoirs but also the creation of extensive safety zones along
the banks, where access and traditional activities were pro-
hibited. As in any story of capitalist accumulation, this one in
the hydroelectric industry began with a massive operation of
expropriation and displacement.

For the people of Vajont, SADE presented a stark non-
choice: They could either sell their land to the hydroelectric
company or face expropriation. The construction of the Great
Vajont was classified as a public utility project, which allowed
the company to expropriate land if the owners refused to sell.

The situation was further complicated by the fact that, at
Vajont and in many mountain areas, a substantial portion of
the land was communally owned. Forests and pastures, which
did not fit the logic of private ownership, were managed
through a network of community institutions and practices."
In this sense, hydrocapitalist accumulation intersected with the
typical phenomenon of enclosures—whereas Thomas More
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described a world in which sheep devoured humans, here it was
horsepower that consumed both humans and animals alike. In
just a few years, more than half of Erto and Casso’s 5,200 hect-
ares of communal land came under the control of SADE."

The mountain people were dispossessed of their collec-
tive property by the municipal authorities, who arrogated to
themselves the right to sell the lands—pastures and forests—to
SADE as if they were the owners, confusing municipal prop-
erty with communal property. Squeezed between the threat
of expropriation for public benefit and pressure from an indus-
trial corporation, the Vajont highlanders were forced to sell
their land well below market value: thirty-five to forty liras
per square meter for the best pastures, and eighteen to thirty
liras for the poorest ones.

The first committee opposed SADE precisely on the issue
of land sale or expropriation for the construction of the res-
ervoir. Realizing that it was now impossible to resist the cor-
poration’s pressure, the citizens at least tried to secure fair
compensation for their property. Led by Paolo Gallo, a doctor
and the husband of Erto and Casso’s mayor, Caterina Filippin,
the committee managed to impose a price of a hundred liras
per square meter on SADE for all types of land. Evidently, the
committee had more bargaining power than individual moun-
taineers could muster against a hydroelectric giant, although
it should be noted that the price they secured was still lower
than market prices, which ranged from fifty to two hundred
liras per square meter.

It was SADE’s response that confirmed the committee’s
effectiveness as a tool of self-organization. The hydroelectric
company worked to undermine the unity the mountaineers
had achieved by offering more advantageous deals to those
willing to sell. To further complicate matters, rumors spread
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that the Filippin family had secretly negotiated with SADE
to sell their own land." Although these remain suspicions, it
is certain that the mayor eventually decided to abandon the
fight against SADE, arguing that when faced with the risk of
defeat or a prolonged confrontation, it was better to secure
something immediately.

As is well known, grassroots mobilizations often follow a
karst pattern—sinking and reemerging periodically, some-
times changing leadership or tactics. Journalist Tina Merlin,
perhaps the only available source for reconstructing the his-
tory of popular resistance to SADE, recounted how a new
committee emerged from the ashes of the first one led by
the Filippins. This new committee had a broader and more
comprehensive resistance agenda. The struggle was no longer
confined to the issue of expropriations but instead extended
to the wider impacts of the hydroelectric reservoir on the
lives of local communities. The issue was not only the loss of
prime land—about three thousand hectares according to the
Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry—but also the signifi-
cant complications to mobility caused by the construction of
the reservoir."” Tina Merlin vividly described the impact of the
dam on the socioecological relations of the Vajont valley:

Some hamlets of Erto were cut off from the center by the reser-
voir. They had been connected to the main town by paths that
crossed the valley, paths along which farmers moved like squir-
rels. Many residents of Erto owned land on the opposite slope.
How would they manage after the lake was built? They asked
for a footbridge to connect the two sides. Initially, SADE prom-
ised to build one. Then, leveraging its power and influence, it
obtained another concession from the ministry that exempted it
from constructing the footbridge. Instead, it proposed a bypass

road. For the people of Erto, this meant a long and arduous
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journey, especially in winter: for the children from the hamlets
who had to travel to school in the main town; for the elderly
women going to mass at dawn; and for the farmers who now had

to traverse more than three kilometers to work their land.'

A 1952 specification mandated the construction of a foot-
bridge to allow the passage of people and animals. However,
in 1958, with the increase in the dam’s height, SADE aban-
doned the plan for the footbridge and instead opted to build
a road around the lake. Although this was a “scenic road,” it
was exceedingly long and virtually inaccessible to the moun-
tain residents, most of whom lacked private transportation.
The 1958 specifications also required SADE to support the
establishment of a public transportation service in the nearby
municipalities, but this clause was ultimately ignored."” The
battle over access to natural resources—pastures, fields, and
forests—as well as to schools and other essential services had
witnessed the alignment of municipal governments and pro-
fessional organizations. On August 26, 1956, the municipality
of Erto and Casso and the Confederation of Farmers jointly
signed a document opposing SADE, emphasizing the need for
smooth and rapid communication across the reservoir while
criticizing the proposal for a scenic road around it. Their words
fell on deaf ears.

Meanwhile, amid lands that had been expropriated or
rendered nearly inaccessible, the mountain dwellers began
to notice the first signs of danger posed by the dam, often
manifesting as cracks in the walls of their homes, as discussed
earlier. In response to these growing concerns, on May 3,
1959, a consortium was formed in the dance hall of the Ente
Nazionale Assistenza Lavoratori (National Workers’ Assistance
Organization) by heads of families in the municipality of Erto
and Casso. Its purpose was to defend the population against
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SADE’s oppressive actions concerning expropriation and to
address potential harm to property and lives from landslides
and subsidence along the lake’s banks.'® We know little about
the activities of this consortium, which most likely aimed pri-
marily to secure institutional support for its protests against
SADE. The Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry mentioned
“letters of complaint, discussions within the collegiate bod-
ies of local authorities” and parliamentary interventions." It
would seem, then, that the protests at Vajont were progress-
ing along the established paths of electoral representation and
law. However, commenting on the founding assembly of the
consortium, Tina Merlin wrote: “The assembly was held in an
orderly fashion, but in an atmosphere of rebellion that every-
one had been harboring in their hearts for some time. An old
woman said, ‘If thieves come to steal in my house, I have every
right to take my rifle and defend myself.””*°

The tense atmosphere at Vajont was best confirmed by
the disproportionate and repressive reactions of the security
authorities aligned to defend the corporation’s interests. Tina
Merlin recounted, for instance, how the carabinieri’' attempted
to intimidate Giovanni Martinelli, who attended the consor-
tium’s assembly carrying two signs: “Down with SADE” and
“Down with the government.” For the police, apparently,
these messages were unacceptable. Martinelli, whose house
had been destroyed by the Nazis during the war for aiding
partisans, was not someone easily intimidated.

The real question, however, is what the carabinieri were
doing in a remote alpine valley. In 1956, three years earlier, a
carabinieri post had been established in Erto and Casso. Given
the absence of a surge in criminal activity in the region, it is
reasonable to infer that their presence was primarily linked
to the construction of the dam and the protests surrounding
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it. Journalist Mario Passi, for example, recounted an incident
where the carabinieri detained Belluno PCI member Giorgio
Bettiol, a member of the consortium, and brought him to the
station, warning him not to spread “false” information among
the mountain people.”” It was likely the same carabinieri from
Erto and Casso who filed the complaint against Tina Merlin
and L’ Unita, as I discussed in detail in chapter 3.

The majority report of the Parliamentary Commission
of Inquiry claimed that the mobilizations before the disaster
primarily centered on defending the economic interests of
the local communities. This interpretation aligned with the
broader narrative of the report, which sought to demonstrate
that the disaster was unforeseeable. Yet, despite its evident
reticence, even this report was forced to acknowledge that the
grievances voiced by the people of Vajont often referenced the
“grave danger to human life.” The commissioners, however,
took great care to emphasize that the dangers perceived by the
local population were “incorrect”—that is, not aligned with
the actual events that would later unfold.*

As I mentioned earlier in this book, the accusation of geo-
logical inaccuracy leveled against those who voiced concerns
about the risks posed by the dam is particularly striking, as
if it were not the responsibility of the authorities to conduct
the necessary checks with the expertise and resources at their
disposal. Whether accurate or not, the fears surrounding the
massive dam were a significant motivation for the mountain
people’s resistance against SADE. Both Tina Merlin and the
parliamentary committee, for example, acknowledged the
role of the Pontesei landslide in November 1960 as a catalyst
for a new phase of mobilizations focused on safety concerns.
Journalist Renato Zanolli wrote about a popular oversight
committee formed in the aftermath of the Pontesei landslide.?*
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However, once again, we are left with only faint traces of this
grassroots activism, which contradicts the narrative of the
mountain people’s acquiescence. Renato Trevisol, a SADE
technician, recalled that shepherds from Erto would often
go to the dam to protest: the microshocks and rumbles that
shook the Toc frightened their animals, causing them to refuse
to go to pasture.” In the same interview, Trevisol recounted
the horror of witnessing bodies mixed with mud in the after-
math of the disaster. These were victims, no doubt, but also
rebels, because those lifeless bodies belonged to the very people
who had protested, rejecting the normalization of fear and risk
imposed by the corporation.

JUSTICE BEYOND THE APOCALYPSE

For those who survived the flood, the challenge of demand-
ing justice for their loved ones killed by the disaster remained.
This battle was waged not only in court, as discussed in chap-
ter 3, but also in parliament, in the streets, and through the
newspapers. The post-disaster period brought with it a num-
ber of concrete issues that demanded mobilization, such as the
reconstruction and relocation of displaced residents and the
fight for fair compensation. What happened to Vajont after
the disaster has been the subject of numerous studies and
impassioned reconstructions, detailing legislation, corrup-
tion, the rebuilding process, and the psychological and social
consequences of the disaster on survivors.” I would like to
remain within the framework of this chapter and focus on the
various forms of resistance and mobilization that emerged in
the aftermath of the disaster. The most striking post-Vajont
protest—the one that has left a trace in the written memory of
the tragedy—was the demonstration in December 1963. The

Downloaded from direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph-pdf/2598554/book_9780262053020.pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



96 Chapter 4

first survivors’ committee organized a roadblock near Dogna,
preventing tourists from reaching Cortina for the Christmas
holidays.” Evidently, only a few months after the massacre,
a bold and dramatic gesture was already necessary to bring
Vajont back into the national spotlight. The documentary
Vajont: 2000 Condemnations, produced by the PCI Film Office
in 1970, included archival footage of the December 31 road-
block.” Aside from the evident tensions with the police—
signaling a waning solidarity with the survivors—the voices
of those involved in the protests emerge vividly in the PCI
documentary. One woman, interviewed at the protest site,
recalled the widespread awareness of the Toc rock’s instability
and declared: “We want the dam to be removed as soon as pos-
sible; otherwise, we will take it down ourselves.”?’

Another man recounted how, two months after the disas-
ter, survivors were left with no prospects for the future, leav-
ing them no choice but to stand on the barricades.

Many of the protests centered on the issue of relocating
settlements, with survivors striving to defend the possibility
of rebuilding their flood-ravaged villages locally. In a detailed
interview with journalist Marina Zerman, Elsa Capraro, a
Longarone switchboard operator who survived the disas-
ter, recounted the roadblocks organized during the winter
of 1963—1964 to resist the final abandonment of the villages
destroyed by the flood.”® A January 1964 newsreel also cov-
ered the protests, capturing signs held by demonstrators that
condemned the bureaucracy for “killing Longarone a second
time” after the flood. The signs also vowed to honor the dead
by refusing to allow the town to be relocated elsewhere.”" Still
the documentary produced by the PCI showed footage of a
march held on November 24, 1963, with the participation of
other communities threatened by the presence of hydroelectric
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reservoirs.”” The footage depicted a massive demonstration,
unified by a central slogan displayed in various forms on the
placards: “Justice for the victims.” Alongside the defense of
their roots, the demand for justice remained a cornerstone
of the post-disaster mobilizations. Journalist Fiorello Zan-
grando recalls a demonstration held on January 10, 1970,
which concluded at the Belluno Municipal Theater. The pro-
test was convened to prevent the criminal trial from being
nullified by the statute of limitations for the defendants.”
Building on Tina Merlin’s work and direct involvement
in the events leading up to the disaster, the PCI continued to
play a leading role in demanding justice after October 9, 1963.
The case of Lorenzo Rizzato, the Padua draftsman introduced
in chapter 3, further demonstrated the PCI’s commitment to
uncovering the truth. On October 13, 1963—just four days
after the tragedy—the Communist Party presented a White
Paper on Vajont to President Antonio Segni. This document
compiled evidence highlighting the foreseeability of the catas-
trophe. From the very first page, the pamphlet clearly articu-
lated the demand for justice: “Honorable President, with the
sole humane and civic intent that justice be done and that all
those responsible for the Vajont tragedy be held accountable,
we have gathered initial documentation that testifies to and
proves that the disaster could and should have been avoided.”**
The White Paper brought together a wide range of state-
ments, primarily from PCI membersbutalso fromlocal author-
ities, regarding the dangers posed by the dam. Although it is
true that some documents focused more heavily on economic
concerns—seeking to protect the livelihoods of the mountain
communities rather than explicitly addressing their survival—
there were also numerous interventions that emphasized the
issue of risk. For instance, the document includes a proposal
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from February 1961 by a group of provincial councilors from
the PCI and the Italian Socialist Party. They suggested com-
missioning Professor Gortani, a Christian Democratic senator
and renowned geologist, “to conduct a thorough investiga-
tion of the Vajont situation.”” The entire provincial council
aligned with the minority, endorsing a resolution that called
for implementing all necessary safety measures to guarantee
the well-being of Vajont’s citizens.” The White Paper, of
course, included the aforementioned letter from the mayor
of Erto and Casso, dated September 2, 1963, addressed to all
stakeholders, in which the local administration unequivocally
expressed the population’s fears. ENEL-SADE responded to
this letter in a dismissive and reassuring tone.”’

In city and provincial councils, in parliament, and in the
pages of their media outlets, the Communists launched a
campaign to identify those responsible for the disaster. As the
party’s Central Committee declared: “To honor the victims
of Vajont, to show solidarity with the survivors, means, above
all, to adopt the urgent popular demand to uncover the crimi-
nal motives of monopolistic profit and government complicity
that lie at the root of the tragedy, and to ensure that justice is
inexorably served against the guilty, up to the highest levels of
both technical-administrative and political responsibility.”**

For the mainstream press, the Christian Democrats and
their allies, the PCI was accused of instrumentalizing the
pain of the survivors. By demanding justice, the Commu-
nists were politicizing Vajont; in the wake of the disaster, the
focus should have been on collective mourning for the vic-
tims, not on dividing people by pointing to the responsibilities
of the corporation and the government. Mourning, in their
view, involved neither anger nor justice. Clearly, Vajont was
political beyond the struggles of the PCI because there was
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nothing apolitical or natural about what had occurred in that
valley. In essence, the communists were exposing the lay-
ers of power that had shaped the landscape before and after
the disaster. We will later examine the implications of the
PCI’s stance in the search for an official truth, particularly
the party’s decision to submit a minority report to the Par-
liamentary Commission of Inquiry. It is more challenging to
recount the grassroots mobilization that also accompanied the
PCT’s efforts at Vajont. Hostile sources, however, offer some
insight; many journalists accused the communist militants of
invading Vajont from nearby “red” regions.” For instance,
Alberto Cavallari described the arrival of communist mili-
tants from Emilia Romagna in this manner.* Indeed, many
volunteers, often former partisans, arrived at Vajont to offer
aid and solidarity. This was not a temporary commitment but
a lasting one; for instance, Canestrini, the principal lawyer of
the plaintiffs, was closely tied to the PCI. One story I would
like to tell, if only I had the sources, is that of the survivors’
trips from Vajont to L’Aquila when the trial was moved to
the Abruzzo capital due to legitimate suspicion. The jour-
ney became an additional hardship imposed on the survivors,
who were forced to choose between enduring the expense and
inconvenience of travel or forfeiting their chance to attend
the trial. Sparse and fragmentary news, however, provides us
with a picture of people who were not merely passive victims
but rather actively engaged in the pursuit of justice. The jour-
ney turned into an opportunity to build solidarity with the
CGIL (Italian General Confederation of Labor), which seems
to have provided the buses, and with other communities along
the route that welcomed the Vajont survivors. Although we
can only imagine what transpired during those trips—who
made them possible, who organized and participated in the
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meetings—it seems plausible to assume that major political
and labor organizations, which had supported the Vajont
cause from the left, played a significant role.

The final act that solidified the PCI’s position in the Vajont
struggle was its refusal to sign the majority report of the Par-
liamentary Commission of Inquiry. As early as October 19,
1963, Senator Scoccimarro delivered a lengthy speech in par-
liament on Vajont, in which he outlined the principles guiding
the PCI’s stance. Against the rhetoric of resignation, which
had been invoked repeatedly in the name of appeasement and
mourning, Scoccimarro reminded the assembly that, in the
face of the disaster’s predictability, “offended humanity does
not resign, but rebels; and thus, you have the revolt and the
eruption of popular sentiment demanding justice.”'

While insisting on the need to ascertain the specific respon-
sibilities of public and private officials, Scoccimarro proposed
moving beyond an entirely technical view of what had hap-
pened: “To answer the dramatic question that confronts us
today, we must . . . go beyond the technical bounds where,
Minister, you seem to want to stop; in short, we must look
deeper into the political substratum of this painful affair and
identify its original cause. And that cause lies in the logic and
spirit of the great capitalist monopolies.”* This reflection on
technology—or rather, techno-fixes—extends beyond the
Vajont Dam, Longarone, SADE, and even the Italy of the
economic miracle and the Cold War. Instead, it speaks to
the contemporary socioecological crisis by unmasking not
only the illusion of techno-fixes—the belief that technologi-
cal innovations can solve the crisis—but also the instrumental
use of a crisis narrative focused on the responsibilities of tech-
nology or, perhaps, the guidance of science. Then, as now, the
issue is not about dispensing with expert opinions or technical
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verification but rather about ensuring that the space for poli-
tics is not nullified. The idea that technology or science can
replace politics by imposing a neutral, conflict-free agenda is
either an illusion or a fiction. In the case of Vajont, as Scocci-
marro noted, expert knowledge revealed conflicting opinions
about the stability of Monte Toc. However, this conclusion
left open equally divergent interpretations. The government
and its majority believed this exonerated them from respon-
sibility, whereas the PCI, through Scoccimarro’s words, ques-
tioned, “Indeed, when the technical investigation revealed
that there were originally conflicting opinions among the
technicians, was this uncertainty not reason enough to avoid
the terrible risk of such a major calamity? Instead, no, they
proceeded anyway.”*

According to the Communist senator, the disregard for any
precautionary principle was intrinsic to the nature of a cer-
tain type of capitalist enterprise, one that pursued profit with
a “spirit of adventure,” as he put it. This argument was later
taken up and further developed in the minority report submit-
ted by the PCI to the Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry.
Communist representatives rejected “the appeal to fatalism or
the unleashed forces of nature.” They reiterated the need for
political judgment regarding the lack of precaution and the
recklessness displayed by SADE and the regulatory bodies.*
The criticism of a purely technocratic approach became not
only an indictment of the hydroelectric monopoly and the
subordination of political power but also a proposal for a new
organization of the relationship between technology, power,
and politics. In its minority report, the PCI emphasized the
need to democratize and decentralize decisions regarding land
use, prioritizing community needs over economic develop-

ment goals. The call for the sovereignty of elected assemblies
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and broader democratic participation did not, however, entail
a rejection of expert knowledge. On the contrary, the Com-
munists advocated for strengthening public oversight by hir-
ing experts who could guarantee both independence and
competence.*

The PCI has left a substantial record of its involvement in
the Vajont disaster; however, it is more challenging to trace
the involvement of other social and political actors, particu-
larly those less structured than a large mass party. For exam-
ple, the attitude of the extra-parliamentary left regarding the
Vajont disaster still needs further exploration. The online
archives of some radical leftist newspapers do not seem to
show much interest in the disaster, but obviously, more in-
depth research using various sources, especially oral accounts,
would be required.

The conflicts and the resistance at Vajont, however, did
not end with the L’Aquila trial and the legal determination of
responsibility for the disaster. In more recent years, Vajont has
been marked by conflicts focused primarily on the preserva-
tion of the disaster’s memory and the search for a narrative or
restorative justice that extends beyond courtrooms, financial
reparations, and legal punishments. In short, these are conflicts
over shared and conflicting memories, which the next chapter
will address.
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MEMORIES, SHARED AND DIVIDED

PRESERVING MEMORY / RECLAIMING MEMORY

I have often heard, sometimes in a patronizing tone, that his-
tory can be useful. It is repeated that we need to remember the
past to avoid repeating its mistakes or that memory must be
cherished and passed on to future generations. This becomes
especially important when it comes to remembering past disas-
ters because then memory is expected to serve as a kind of
instruction booklet. Rather than helping us understand how
to construct the present, we are warned about how it might go
wrong if we are not careful. Perhaps it is more like a gallery of
horrors than an instruction booklet.

Although I am convinced that history is useful—and not
only because it provides me with a living—I am not as con-
vinced that its usefulness lies in this “freezer function,” as if
our task as historians were merely to preserve memories, fro-
zen, neatly packaged, and ready for consumption. Instead, I
believe that history can serve to denaturalize the present, to free
us from a grim realism that turns it into an inescapable neces-
sity. Remembering serves a purpose—those who seek to erase
uncomfortable histories of oppression and rebellion know this
well—but it is not a simple exercise in memory. Putting some-
thing under a glass case or, more prosaically, in the freezer at
the department store of our history is not enough.
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Memory is never singular, fixed, or definitive; it often
refers back to different meanings and values, even when the
facts being remembered are the same. Rather than freezing
memories, historians can decipher them, training us to rec-
ognize the “memorial regimes” that organize what should be
remembered, what should be forgotten, and who has the right
to tell these stories. A memorial regime establishes the official
narrative, which, more often than not, serves to invisibilize
and naturalize injustice and violence.

Memorial regimes are particularly relevant when we talk
about disasters. The invisibilization and naturalization of
injustice and violence are basic ingredients in the recipe for
a perfectly depoliticized memory of disasters. Often, this
mainstream narrative is the one preserved through public cer-
emonies, monuments, and all the paraphernalia that accom-
panies a narrative regime. That is why the task cannot be to
“preserve memory” in the singular but rather to challenge this
mainstream memory with a multiplicity of insurgent, irregu-
lar memories.

It is precisely in the spaces where conflicting memories col-
lide that meaningful insights emerge. Analyzing the making
and unmaking of different memorial regimes and the ongoing
attempts to sabotage them reveals history’s social function.

In the case of disasters, historical series can help plan the
construction of infrastructure and the design of urban space.
In theory, one should not build a bridge in an area of high
seismic risk or a neighborhood in what was once a streambed.
Reasoning about memorial regimes, though, goes beyond
the statistical reconnaissance of past events. It involves ana-
lyzing the ways in which disasters are remembered or forgot-
ten and the conflicting narratives that produce memories and

meanings.
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As environmental humanities scholar Serenella Iovino aptly
observes: “In the face of disasters we have a duty to arm
ourselves in a relentless resistance, put in place a moral and
cultural militancy so that the fragility they reveal to us is
recognized.”"

In the collective memory, the Vajont disaster haslargely been
overlooked; it is absent from textbooks and even from some
comprehensive works on recent Italian history.” For example,
there is no trace of Vajont in Guido Crainz’s nonetheless fun-
damental history of the Italian economic miracle’, although
the same author dedicates some poignant pages to the disaster
in another volume.* Neither Paul Ginsborg’s otherwise com-
prehensive history of contemporary Italy includes a reference
to the disaster.> Although devoted precisely to disasters in the
history of Italy, the volume edited by John Dickie, John Foot,
and Frank Snowden does not include a chapter on Vajont.® It
seems, indeed, that the case of Vajont—with two thousand
lives sacrificed on the altar of the country’s modernization—
has been denied a place in the collective memory; a story too
unmodern, almost a critique of the modernist project itself,
written in concrete, rock, and mud.

What would it mean to cultivate—not merely preserve—
the memories of Vajont? Which memories are granted legiti-
macy and which are suppressed? What do we truly remember
when we commemorate Vajont? How can we disrupt a memo-
rial regime that first erased and then domesticated Vajont’s
memories and instead pursue narrative justice that restores
space to the suppressed memories of the subaltern?’” When I
speak of “narrative justice,” I am certainly referring not only
to the issue of making the Vajont disaster visible in our col-
lective memory but also to the many attempts to obtain sym-
bolic compensation for the injustice suffered—for example,
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through the periodic requests for apologies made by the survi-
vors to the Italian state or ENEL.?

The inclusion of the Vajont trial archive in the UNESCO
Memory of the World project in May 2023 marks a crucial
step in the construction of a collective memory of the disaster.’
And it is, in my opinion, significant that it is precisely a trial
archive, emphasizing the contentious nature of memories that
have never been reconciled and are still seeking justice.

I am convinced that an entire book would be necessary to
explore the construction of both oblivion and remembrance
surrounding the Vajont disaster. However, in the following
pages, I simply present a triptych that I hope will encourage a
rethinking of the relationship between Vajont memories and

the subaltern communities’ demand for narrative justice.
THE KNOT IN THE HANDKERCHIEF

With these words, Marco Paolini introduced his and Gabri-
ele Vacis’s monologue on Vajont, broadcast by Italian public
television on October 9, 1997:

I don’t know why you tuned in tonight to hear this story. In some
newspapers, this performance is referred to as a documentary; in
others, as a drama. Instead, you are in a theater. These people
[Paolini is indicating the audience in front of him]| are here to lis-
ten to theater. For one night, we are stealing the scene from cur-
rent events and doing a live broadcast about memory. That’s why
it’s so hard to write it, to define what we’re doing tonight. Maybe
there is no such thing as a live broadcast on memory. What is it?
Well, in short, it is a kind of knot in the handkerchief that we
have already tied. . . . The story of the Vajont Dam, which began
seven years earlier, ends in a few minutes of apocalypse with the
holocaust of 2,000 victims.'°
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Marco Paolini and Gabriele Vacis’s civil oration marked a
turning point in the construction of the memories of Vajont.
With more than three million viewers, Paolini’s show broke
through the oblivion in which Vajont had been buried. As a
historian, I felt—and still feel—a sense of shame because it
fell to an actor to do what we as scholars should have done or
at least what we could have helped to accomplish. As Paolini
declares, his civil oration is a “live broadcast about memory,”
a knot in the kerchief to ensure we do not forget what hap-
pened at Vajont.

One could argue that Paolini succeeded in the oft-invoked
task of preserving memory, but that would be a mistake. Even
though Vajont had been forgotten, sidelined in the grand nar-
rative of Italy’s economic miracle, remembering it is never
straightforward. It does not refer back to all of the same mem-
ories or arguments. In a crucial passage of the monologue,
explaining the sources he used to reconstruct the Vajont story,
Paolini states: “I am tendentious; you know very well where
I stand. It’s not like I'm trying to hide my point of view.”"!

This echoes the accusation of tendentiousness that brought
Tina Merlin to court in Milan, as we explored in chapter 3.
Paolini’s civil oration constructs a biased memory. In this
sense, the decision to transform the Vajont Dam into a theater
of memory—the performance was held outdoors in front of
the dam—was not merely a theatrical choice. It embodied the
author’s stance. Paolini did not aim for a neutral and compas-
sionate memory of a national tragedy but instead constructed
a situated, partisan memory aligned with the victims, those
who resisted, and those who were ignored in both life and
death.

It is no coincidence that Paolini begins and ends his mono-
logue by addressing the mainstream narratives of the disaster.
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He recounts the attempts to construct a pacified memory of
Vajont. In the aftermath of the tragedy, prominent figures in
Italian journalism, such as Dino Buzzati and Giorgio Bocca,
described the event as an unpredictable natural disaster, effec-
tively absolving public authorities and SADE of responsi-
bility. In the pages of Corriere della Sera, Indro Montanelli'®
accused the communists of being jackals attempting to profit
from a terrible national grief." In the final lines of his mono-
logue, Paolini imagines these famous journalists silencing Tina
Merlin as she futilely tries to highlight the predictability of the
disaster: “Mrs. Merlin, there are the dead; this is not the time
for political speculation.”

By opening and closing with a reminder of this toxic nar-
rative infrastructure—one that naturalized and erased the
injustice of Vajont—Paolini’s civil oration is unmistakably
positioned in an antagonistic, counter—hegemonic dimension.
It is therefore a matter not of preserving memory in a vacuum,
lest it be lost, but rather of mobilizing the rebellious memories
that were silenced and deserve recognition precisely because
they challenge the domesticated mainstream memory—so
sanitized that it comes to closely resemble oblivion.

Paolini’s narrative undoubtedly stirs pity, particularly in
the final moments when he vividly describes the apocalyptic
destruction of Longarone. Yet, I believe pity is neither the
central register of the monologue nor its ultimate goal. For
me, the Vajont oration has always provoked a profound sense
of anger. This anger arises, for example, when Paolini labels
the ENEL-SADE technicians who insisted on exceeding the
seven-hundred-meter safety altitude recommended by Pro-
fessor Ghetti as “bastards,” or when he passionately screams
from the stage, demanding to know why Longarone was not

evacuated.
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For someone in my field, Paolini’s indictment of the Italian
academy’s complicity with SADE can only evoke both anger
and enduring shame. Suspended between pity and anger, the
entire monologue reflects the complexity I discussed in chap-
ter 4 concerning rebellious victims. Paolini, too, calls for a
restoration of the Vajont villagers’ agency. He recounts their
resistance to expropriation and envisions the formation of the
consortium for the rebirth of the Erto Valley as a moment of
triumph. Even the apocalyptic events of October 9, 1963, did
not annihilate the resistance of these communities. Recount-
ing the dismemberment of the municipality of Erto and Casso
after the disaster, Paolini reminds us that if a community
remained there, clinging to these mountains, it was because
“a group of stubborn individuals . . . enters the valley, steals
electricity from ENEL, occupies the old houses, and claims the
right to start living again there, where everything had been
interrupted.”"*

If the Vajont mountaineers were not only victims but also
rebels, then the memory of Vajont should evoke both pity and
anger. This is not about mourning the victims of an unfor-
tunate natural accident, as the mainstream narrative would
have us believe. Yet, perhaps it is also not about mourning
the consequences of a thoughtless criminal act. The rebellious
memory evoked by Paolini on the Vajont stage challenges the
very foundations of narratives about progress and modernity.

This begins with his irony about the typical school textbook,
which always portrays nature through an extractive lens, and
extends to his critique of male-dominated enthusiasm for tech-
nological gigantism—the belief that the secret of progress lies
in a dam or an aircraft carrier. Paolini reveals that the contradic-
tion of Vajont is not just about the disaster itself but also about
a mode of production that prioritizes profit above all else.
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Perhaps Edoardo Semenza was correct when he criticized
Paolini for aligning with Tina Merlin, claiming that both
approached Vajont through their own political beliefs. For
the geologist Semenza, this politicization distorted their con-
clusions. For me, however, this was the only way to distort,
sabotage, and disrupt the mainstream narrative about Vajont.
Rebellious memories can only be partisan.

ON THE BIG SCREEN

In 2001, the story of Vajont made its way to the big screen
in a film directed by Renzo Martinelli. This major produc-
tion featured a stellar cast, including actors well known to the
Italian public, such as Laura Morante, Leo Gullotta, Michel
Serrault, Daniel Auteuil, and Philippe Leroy."> With a budget
of eighteen billion lire (approximately €13.7 million today
when adjusting for inflation), the film was a significant cin-
ematic undertaking. As with Paolini’s monologue, a highly
symbolic date and location were chosen for the premiere of
Martinelli’s film: It was screened on a giant screen near the
dam on October 10, 2001, with the audience seated on steel
stands set up on the landslide. Once again, the decision to
begin at the dam clearly marked the positionality of the film
director: Martinelli, like Paolini, aligned himself with the
mountain people by supporting the thesis of the disaster’s
predictability. Omens and signs of impending catastrophe
permeate the entire cinematic narrative; one could even
say these omens form the thread that unravels the story.
Earthquakes, wide fissures in the pastures, cracks in houses,
and symbolic forewarnings, such as the wooden statue of a
crucifix floating on the reservoir’s waters, all underscore the

narrative.
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The trial of Tina Merlin in Milan is a pivotal moment
through which Martinelli highlights how well known the dan-
gers posed by the dam were to the valley’s inhabitants. Tina
Merlin is undeniably central to Martinelli’s reconstruction;
her articles become the focal point of discussions in the inns,
while everyone—from the parish priest to SADE officials—
seems to carry a copy of L’Unita in their pockets. Perhaps in
the interest of balance, Martinelli includes the figure of the
parish priest in his narrative. Initially attempting to engage
with SADE, the priest later urges the people of Erto to revolt,
offering what could be interpreted as preemptive absolution:
“To rebel against SADE is not a sin.”

Although it is true that Merlin herself had reported the
parish priest’s support for the establishment of the consor-
tium defending the Erto valley, the film’s depiction of a hand-
shake between the communist journalist and the parish priest
feels more like a symbolic gesture. It seems to blend the Don
Camillo and Peppone dynamic with the historical compro-
mise (compromesso storico) that was yet to come.'®

If Tina Merlin is the unquestioned heroine of Vajont, cou-
rageous in standing up against one of the most powerful cor-
porations of the time, Martinelli attempts to complicate the
opposing side by differentiating between the various parties
involved in the incident. To simplify things, we could say
that Biadene embodies the villain—an unpleasant character
in all his manifestations, such as when he takes over engineer
Semenza’s office after the latter’s death. Martinelli portrays
him as a man without scruples or doubts, always at the fore-
front of the silencing of any opinion that might challenge the
work and interests of SADE—that is, at least until the final
minutes of the story, when we see a doubtful Biadene, assailed
by uncertainty, seeking reassurance in any form he can get as
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he sits in prayer in a church or frantically searches for geologist
Penta by phone.

In the cinematic narrative, Pancini—the site foreman at
Vajont—becomes almost an anti-Biadene, portrayed as a
mild-mannered, emotional man, close to the workers at the
site and, above all, consumed by doubts about the dam and the
Toc’s resilience. Although Pancini also rushes to reassure sur-
veyor Montaner that there is no danger to Longarone, it seems
to me that the film invites a more sympathetic judgment of
him. Perhaps this reading of Pancini’s character is linked to his
tragic decision to commit suicide before the trial began. This
is a gesture that Martinelli seems to interpret as the culmina-
tion of a moral struggle that would have accompanied the site
manager throughout the affair. This is, of course, conjecture,
but it fits well into the film’s plot alongside the sinister por-
trayal of Pancini’s counterpart, Biadene.

In between the two is the figure of Carlo Semenza, who is
more difficult to decipher in Martinelli’s portrayal: certainly
not a “good guy” in the story but not a villain par excellence
either. Whereas Biadene insists on the economic interests at
stake, Semenza seems more focused on the success of his grand
engineering project and the challenge of configuring a balance
between technique and nature. Although he prefers to trust
Dal Piaz’s optimistic views over those of his son Edoardo,
Semenza nonetheless seems overwhelmed by anxiety about
what is happening at Vajont to the point of death.

Crucial to Martinelli’s narrative is the figure of engineer
Desidera from the Belluno Public Works Department. The
character appears only briefly in the film, as indeed his role
in the Vajont affair was minor. Yet, I believe that Desid-
era occupies an important position in Martinelli’s narrative.
He is proof that the established order—the institutions and
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mechanisms of a capitalist society—had the potential to pre-
vent events such as Vajont, if only people such as Desidera,
Merlin, the parish priest, Edoardo Semenza, and perhaps even
Pancini had been listened to. In some sequences, especially in
the phone calls between Venice and Rome, the tone of the nar-
rative shifts toward denouncing connivance and corruption,
although never explicitly. Perhaps this is the fundamental dif-
ference between Paolini’s Vajont and Martinelli’s. The former
reads Vajont not as an aberration of the system but rather as
a manifestation of how the system works, prioritizing prof-
its over the lives of subalterns. Martinelli, on the other hand,
seems more inclined to point to individual responsibilities.

The reception of Martinelli’s film has been more contro-
versial than Paolini’s monologue. Some have pointed out his-
torical errors in the filmic transposition of the story, whereas
others have criticized the inclusion of a romantic subplot. Mar-
tinelli’s film is not a documentary, and the differences between
historical reality and the film’s narrative choices, I believe, are
not errors but rather deliberate decisions. I do not think they
alter the historical facts in any radical way. The director is cor-
rect when he revisits the internal conflicts of the communities,
divided between progress—represented by the dam and wage
labor—and the fear of losing everything, literally wiped out
by modernity.

Watching the film, at times, a sense of appeasement pre-
vails, with very few truly negative characters—certainly Biad-
ene, perhaps the geologist Penta—and a potential alliance of
the “good guys,” from Merlin to the parish priest, via Desid-
era and Pancini, which, however, remains unrealized. How-
ever, the last frames of the film reaffirm a sharper stance, or a
tendentious one, as Paolini would say. In a lunar Longarone,

reduced to an expanse of stones and mud, surveyor Montaner,
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who had trusted progress by working on the dam, recognizes
his house, completely destroyed, by the remnants of the rock-
ing chair given to him by Pancini as a wedding gift. Gripped by
grief over the death of his wife and the child she was carrying,
Montaner destroys the rocking chair in a scene that perhaps—
and at least I like to interpret it this way—undermines the
somewhat naive alliance that had been present as an undercur-
rent in the story.

The film opens and closes at the Vajont cemetery with a
line from Montaner at the grave of his wife and unborn child:
“Occasionally someone asks me if I have forgiven them. I
haven’t. I have not forgiven. I can never forgive the men who
allowed this to happen.”"”

In the end, Martinelli’s proposed narrative is less pacified
than one might think.

SIGNS IN THE LANDSCAPE

It is no accident that Martinelli’s film opens and closes with
the Vajont cemetery. Nothing better symbolizes the shared
and divided memories of a great catastrophe than a cemetery.
Individual pain flows into a collective suffering that material-
izes in a citadel of memory. Not everyone has the privilege
of a cemetery in which to mourn their dead and establish a
bridge between memory and the present. Many Indigenous
peoples who have paid the price of modernity and colonial-
ism, not only by losing their lives but often by being dispos-
sessed of their ancestors’ sacred burial grounds, know this
well. The migrants who survive shipwrecks and do not even
have anywhere to mourn their drowned loved ones at the bor-
ders of Fortress Europe also know this. Even at Vajont, bury-
ing the dead was a privilege: Only about half of the victims
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were found and buried. The rest of the cemetery is an optical
illusion, headstones and crosses without bodies, disembodied
memories without even a shred of matter to attach to.
Perhaps it was precisely this absence of the materiality of
so many bodies that had filled, almost by counterpoise, the
Fortogna cemetery with a dense, palpable memory that man-
ifested itself in the headstones and in the care of the survi-
vors. The case of the Vajont cemetery—which I have already
evoked in chapter 4 and writer Lucia Vastano has brilliantly
uncovered—seems almost tailor-made to exemplify my argu-
ment about disaster memories, and the limits of mainstream
discourse in preserving a supposedly neutral but, in fact,
divided memory. The Vajont memorial, like all memorials
intended to produce a nationalized and pacified memory, is
constructed as a neutral place where grief must be composed
and anger anesthetized. The monumental inscription that
welcomes visitors to the memorial itself seems poor, almost

not up to the task assigned to it:

First the roar of the wave
Then the silence of death
Never the oblivion of memory.

Yet, the shared and divided memories are not easily tamed,
and like everything at Vajont, the destroyed cemeteries and
tombstones also become a matter of conflict, appearing once
again in a courtroom—perhaps under the illusion that a judge
can respond to a desire for narrative justice that no law will
ever be able to ensure.'®

When reasoning about the Vajont memorial, what is pre-
sent is as striking as what is absent. Missing, for example, is
a monument to the victims of the disaster—not that they
are completely absent, but they do not seem to me to deeply
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mark the landscape. In the monumental cemetery, there is a
sculpture by artist and writer Mauro Corona dedicated to the
survivors. In the town of Vajont, a large fountain, evoking
the shapes of the lake and the dam, has the names of the vic-
tims engraved upon it. There is no statue dedicated to Tina
Merlin, although streets, squares, and classrooms have been
named in honor of the Vajont protagonist. In 2021, Fed-
erico D’Inca, minister for relations with Parliament, proposed
dedicating a monument to the journalist in his hometown of
Belluno, but the proposal was not pursued."” About this, we
should probably not be surprised, considering the great lack
of prominence given to female figures in the organization of
Italian collective memory. Even more important, then, is the
role of the Tina Merlin Cultural Association, which has been
keeping the journalist’s memory alive since 1992.

Monuments, toponyms, cemeteries—the museum dedi-
cated to the disaster cannot be absent from this factory of offi-
cial memory building. Opened in 2009, the Longarone Vajont
Museum Attimi di Storia was created through the cooperation
of the municipality, the Vajont Association “The Future of
Memory,” and the local cultural/tourist association Pro Loco.
For this section, I am indebted to Giacomo Braulin, a student
of mine in the graduate program in environmental humani-
ties at Roma Tre University, and his meticulous research on
Vajont memories.”” The museum offers visitors an almost tele-
ological account of Longarone and the Vajont valley, framing
it as a tragic preparation for the apocalypse of 1963. On the
other hand, the museum’s very purpose is to remember that
exceptional event, and this mission conditions the way the
memories of the place are organized.

If the valley’s subaltern relationship to Venice and its
political and economic power is a long-standing factor, the
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arrival of SADE is represented as a watershed moment in the
history of the valley and Longarone. The second section of
the museum, dedicated to the post-SADE era, is dominated
by technical and scientific data on the dam and the landslide,
although the figure of Tina Merlin emerges almost disrup-
tively, cutting through the expert knowledge and offering a
prophetic glimpse of what is to come. To evoke the memory
of the disaster, the museum mobilizes a multisensory expe-
rience: Visitors enter a narrow corridor where a disturbing
noise guides them toward their rendezvous with the apoca-
lypse. In the final section, the museum recounts the aftermath
of the disaster, the trial outcomes, and the commemorations,
including references to works by Paolini and Martinelli.
According to Braulin, the museum remains captive to some
traditional models of memorializing and mourning, as well
as to a romanticized view of pre-SADE socioecological rela-
tions. Viewed from a distance, however, the museum seems
an interesting experiment in responding to the oblivion and
invisibility to which Vajont had been condemned. Perhaps
more than the permanent exhibition, the museum’s reference
to “participatory memory” proposes an important insight. It
cites the annual meeting of survivors as an example of this,
taking place on the Sunday preceding the anniversary of the
disaster. If it is true that the memories of Vajont can only be
shared and divided at the same time, then what is needed is
not just a traditional museum but a laboratory capable of ani-
mating the citizen humanities®’ we often discuss—broad cul-
tural mobilizations that evoke the ghosts of the past within the

places and stories of our present.
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CONCLUSION

I have been keeping an appointment with Vajont since 1997.
It was by no means certain that I would eventually meet the
dam in reality. Twenty-six years ago, my future was uncer-
tain. Always chasing a salary, I wandered between unlikely
job openings and the dream of leaving Italy for good. Eventu-
ally, I did leave, and it was from afar that I reencountered the
Vajont Dam. Of course, geographical distance delayed that
encounter, since it is not easy to tell a story like this without
the opportunity to experience it from within. Yet, perhaps it
was also the distance that helped me return to Vajont, to see
things in it that I would not have seen had I not gone far away
and to tell it as I have tried to do in this book.

The journey to Vajont was long and did not exactly fol-
low the fastest route. It passed through the United States—
Kansas, Connecticut, California—and through the discovery
of American environmental history, which provided a release
from certain cul-de-sacs in which the Italian debate seemed
stranded.

The Columbia River does not pass through Belluno, yet
I could not have read the Vajont valley as a hydroelectric
laboratory without passing through Richard White’s Organic
Machine." Venice is not Los Angeles, but the subaltern posi-
tionings that place a valley in the service of the metropolis
are best seen—unpredictably—from the hydraulic empire
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of the American West, recounted by Donald Worster.”> The
modernist project and its carryover of ecological and scien-
tific simplification—a valley becoming an engine—are best
glimpsed from New Haven through chatting with James
Scott.” This long detour to Vajont led me to Dixie, Texas,
and from there to the Land of Fires in Campania. The process
pushed me beyond the disciplinary boundaries within which I
had previously operated as a disciplined historian, bringing me
into dialogue with political ecologists and other scholars who
question the unjust distribution of environmental risks and
the politicization of both scientific and popular knowledge.
Joan Martinez, Laura Pulido, David Pellow, Robert Bullard,
and Julie Sze have all been excellent guides on this convoluted
and beautiful journey to Vajont.* Viewed from Stockholm,
however, the valley was full of stories. The environmental
humanities made me discover not only the power of the nar-
ratives inscribed within the rocks of the Toc, the concrete of
the dam, and the gravestones of the cemetery but also the geo-
logical relationships and the voices of the survivors. Without
Rob Nixon, Serenella Iovino, and Stefania Barca, I would not
have made it to my meeting with Vajont—at least not with the
Vajont that I was able to meet in some part thanks to them.’
When I first pledged myself to the Vajont story in
1997—unaware of where it would lead me—the Anthropo-
cene had yet to arrive. Or, rather, it had perhaps already been
with us for a few decades or even centuries, but no one had
named it yet. One cannot return to Vajont without keeping
this global narrative in mind, and its ambition to explain both
our history and our future. As I mentioned in the introduc-
tion, Vajont can be seen as a perfect parable for the Anthropo-
cene: a story of human hubris—of believing that technology

can bend the laws of nature—and of our own smallness in the
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face of nature’s power, a reality brutally underscored by the
disaster’s tragic conclusion.

If T presented this notion in the introduction, by the end
of the journey through Vajont, I hope it has become clear
that this is not my reading of the story. Rather than speak-
ing simply of the Anthropocene, Vajont tells us a story of the
Capitalocene, or perhaps the Wasteocene, as I have termed it.
At Vajont, it is not humans generically abusing nature but a
particular way of conceiving and organizing socioecological
relations that determines who and what is expendable in the
name of profit. As always in the Wasteocene, the imposition
of wasting relations—at Vajont taken to the extreme with the
slaughter of two thousand people—is accompanied by the
construction of a toxic narrative infrastructure that invisibil-
izes and naturalizes the disaster while establishing hierarchies
and criteria of legitimacy between knowledge and regimes of
memory. As Stefania Barca has written, we must dismantle the
mainstream narrative of the Anthropocene to achieve narra-
tive justice—one that allows us to recognize those killed by
the project of modernization and progress, whether in the
Vajont valley or in the Amazon.®

The world seen from Vajont—our past and our future—can
certainly be frightening, but it can also offer hope. Nothing
about Vajont was scripted or inevitable. It did not require
science fiction—level technological innovations, nor was sci-
ence particularly incapable of understanding the phenom-
ena involved. Clearly, at Vajont, there were uncertainties,
but these could have been used as reasons for caution, not as
excuses for taking gambles. In the aftermath of the disaster,
Tina Merlin declared, “I wish I had disturbed public order!”
Let’s act so that the same regrets will not torment us.
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PROLOGUE

1. The Adriatic Electricity Company was founded in the early 1900s
by Giuseppe Volpi and Count Ruggero Revedin. Volpi was also a
prominent political figure during the fascist regime, serving first as
the governor of Libya from 1921 to 1925 and then as the minister of
finance from 1925 to 1928.
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1. Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production
of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995); and bell hooks, Belonging: A
Culture of Place (New York: Routledge, 2008).

2. Geordie is a traditional British folk ballad, telling the story of a
poacher who is condemned to die because he had killed six deer in
a royal reserve.

3. Marco Armiero, A Rugged Nation: Mountains and the Making of
Modern Italy (Cambridge: White Horse Press, 2011).

4. Italian historians speak of an “economic miracle” to describe the
years between the 1950s and 1960s, when the country experienced
rapid industrialization and economic growth.

5. Silvio O. Funtowicz and Jerome R. Ravetz, “Science for the Post-
Normal Age,” Futures 25, no. 7 (1993): 739-755.

6. Sandra Harding, “Strong Objectivity: A Response to the New
Objectivity Question,” Synthese 104, no. 3 (1995): 331-349.
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nal, known as the so-called golden spike.

8. Marco Armiero, Wasteocene: Stories from the Global Dump (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).
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to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of God” (Matthew 19:24).
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