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ABSTRACT

“The Vittoriano,” the National Monument to Vittorio Emanuele II,
invariably attracts the attention of the visitors to Rome by its enormity,
its brilliant whiteness in an ochre-colored city, and the wide space
surrounding it.

This monument is an expression of the misfortune of the modern
Italian monarchy and a portent of the shortness of its reign. The Italian
kings found themselves confronting, as a result of the unification
process, the Catholic Church in a country where the majority of people
were Catholics. They could not easily expect the support of their people.
The outside of the Vittoriano unintentionally reveals this predicament.
It is full of reminders of the prosperity, glory, and military power of
Ancient Rome and also full of indications of modern nationalistic ideals.
In contrast, we cannot find anything that suggests Christianity on the
outside of this enormous structure. Even the equestrian statue of the
king, the focus of this monument, is not supported by God but by an old
Roman goddess “Dea Roma.”

The Vittoriano, inaugurated in 1911, was originally dedicated to the
first king of Italy, Vittorio Emanuele II, who was regarded as “the
liberator of the country and the founder of its unification.” A little
later, in 1921, the tomb of an unknown soldier was added inside this
monument, with its altar added on the outside. These additions were
meant to commemorate all the soldiers who died for the country in the
First World War. The tomb and the altar were not contradictory to
the Vittoriano’s original purpose but rather intensified it, for both the
glorification of the unification of the country and the commemoration of
its dead soldiers were expressions of nationalism.

The use of the Vittoriano as an expression of nationalism continued



and was completed by Benito Mussolini. The Italian governments before
him had already cleared congested residential areas in front and on
each side of the monument, thus producing a wide space from which to
admire this temple of nationalism. They had also newly redirected two
main roads into the large square in front of the monument. Interestingly,
the first act of the Italian dictator after his nomination as Prime Minister
was to kneel and pray at the altar of the Vittoriano and, after that,
to make a speech from its steps to his supporters who gathered in
the square in front of it. Another interesting act of his regarding this
monument of nationalism was moving his office to Palazzo Venezia in
1929 after his winning of the absolute majority of votes in a plebiscite.
After this, he often delivered his speeches from the balcony of this
palace, which looks up at the Vittoriano on its right. Thus the supporters
who filled the square in front of him were made to be aware of his
succession to and the furtherance of the unification achieved by Vittorio
Emanuele II and his attempt at the rebirth of the Roman Empire. To
make this rebirth visible, Mussolini constructed a road that connects the
Vittoriano to the Colosseum. He constructed another road that connects
the Vittoriano with the coast near Ostia, which was an important naval
base for the Roman Empire in making the Mediterranean Sea “Mare
Nostrum.”

The Vittoriano can be compared with the Pantheon. This round-
shaped Roman building, originally dedicated to many gods, was adopted
as a Christian church in the early 7" century, when the Catholic Church
was gaining ascendancy over the polytheistic civilization of Rome. From
the 13" to the later 19™ centuries, the Pantheon as the Church of Santa
Maria dei Martiri had bell towers with the Christian cross added on the
roof of the portico, as a sign of the dominance of Christianity. Whilst
the city of Rome has the Pantheon, which reflects the ascendancy of
Christianity, it also has the Vittoriano, which reflects the ascendancy of
nationalism over Christianity. The Vittoriano has effectively concealed
inside a minor intrusion of Christianity, a small Christian chapel for the
Unknown Soldier in its crypt.

The assault of nationalism on the Pantheon is a short but interesting
story. In the 1880s, an inside chapel of the Pantheon, the one for the Holy
Ghost, was replaced by the temple for Vittorio Emanuele II. Nationalism
overpowered Christianity. Its overpowering is also noticeable in the
removal in the same period of the cross-topped bell towers from above
the facade of the Pantheon. Never again has there been a cross on the



portico of this building, a sign of the weakened strength of the Church.

However, the strength of the monarchical nationalism of Italy has also
weakened, as was predicted on the outside of the Vittoriano. Umberto
I, who succeeded Vittorio Emanuele II, also has a temple with his
wife in one of the chapels of the Pantheon. However his temple is less
ostentatious than his father’s and looks somewhat like other traditional
tombs in a Christian church. Neither his son, Vittorio Emanuele III, nor
his grandson, Umberto II, has a temple in the Pantheon. They were both
expelled from the country in 1946 when monarchy was abolished in
Italy, having their tombs in Egypt and France respectively.
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