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Introduction: 

It is difficult to imagine a more dramatic decade in Italian history than 1935-1945: the 

country braced itself through colonial wars in Africa, the utter destruction of the Second World 

War, and the slow and ambivalent political, social, and moral reconstruction of the post-Fascist 

period. These earth-shattering changes unfolded within ten years of a single man’s career. 

Raimondo Tulli, born in 1904 in Sezze Romano, directly experienced and participated in the 

crucial moments of these ten years in Italian history, as he pursued a military career in Ethiopia, 

held a bureaucratic position in the Fascist Ministry of Popular Culture, and finally defected to 

collaborate with Italian Partisan resistants in 1943.1 Battered by the winds of change at the end of 

the Second World War, Tulli would undergo a process of self-renewal, passing from devout 

Fascist to, ultimately, high-level Christian Democratic functionary. The rich documentation he 

kept throughout his life exposes the unique mechanisms through which Italy’s colonies became a 

hub for technocrats that congealed into an autonomous, self-supporting political class by the end 

of the war. Indeed, through the practical expertise and the social connections he gained during 

his time in Addis Ababa, Tulli knew how and when to abandon the Fascist cause just in time to 

survive the purge trials of 1945. Tulli’s experiences in this fraught decade expose a previously 

unexamined channel for former Fascist officials in Italy's post-regime political transition, a 

period marked by profound practical continuity and rife with historical mystification. 

 Tulli personally curated an archive of all of his writings — personal, professional, 

governmental, and editorial — which has remained untouched and unstudied since his passing in 

1988. His files cast light on under-studied aspects of Italian history from 1935 to 1945, including 

the military policing campaigns against Ethiopian resistants in the mid-1930s, the Vatican-

 
1 Map 1. 
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affiliated provisioning of Rome in 1943 and 1944, and the purge trials conducted against former 

Fascists starting in 1945. His documents also bear the traces of this unique individual’s 

commentary and reflections on his own life: his filing system divided the events into thematic 

chapters, and his comments in red ink on the margins of 1940s newspaper articles and Fascist 

propaganda posters alike constitute a trove of both unfiltered sources and private reflections. 

These documents, then, amend some of the shortcomings of the historiography of the late and 

post-Fascist period, while also exposing previously neglected contours of the country’s transition 

out of the regime.  

Historiographical work regarding the immediate post-Fascist period in Italy is intensely 

politicized. The transition from Fascism to democracy is often interpreted in service of broader 

political eschatologies, manipulated to explain the fate of the Italian left, identified as the heir to 

anti-Fascist resistance movements, and of right-wing politicians, including Tulli’s Christian 

Democratic colleagues. Giovanni Mario Ceci’s 2014 historiographical essay about the history of 

Fascism and of Republican Italy, in fact, suggests that many of the paradigms and themes 

identified by historians of the Fascist period were rapidly repurposed for analyses of Republican 

Italy, tainting the objectivity of historians’ understanding of post-Fascist political movements.2 It 

is unsurprising, then, that many historical surveys of Republican Italy trace either La storia a 

sinistra, as in Gilda Zazzara’s 2011 book,3 or the Storia della destra described in 2009 by 

Adalberto Baldoni.4  

The 1990s, in fact, saw a reinvigoration of this politicized approach to postwar 

historiography. As detailed by Ceci, historians in the 1990s sought to define Italian identity 

 
2 Giovanni Mario Ceci, “Alla ricerca della nazione: Storiografia del Fascismo e storiografia dell’Italia 

repubblicana,” Studi Storici 55, no. 1 (January 2014): 307, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43592559. 
3 Gilda Zazzara, La storia a sinistra: Ricerca e impegno politico dopo il Fascismo (Rome: Laterza, 2011), title.  
4 Adalberto Baldoni, Storia della destra: dal postfascismo al popolo della libertà (Florence: Vallecchi, 2009), title.  
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through wartime collaboration and resistance.5 Claudio Pavone’s 1991 book Una guerra civile is 

the keystone of this study of Italian history. The former Partisan author acknowledges the 

instrumentalization of 1940s conflicts between former Partisans and Fascists by political parties 

of the 20th century.6 However, rather than rejecting this repurposing of wartime political 

affiliations in postwar politics, Pavone labelled the violent conflicts of Italy’s immediate postwar 

period a “civil war,” an ideological and physical conflict that continued to play out for the next 

several decades. Norberto Bobbio’s 1994 best seller, a political treatise titled Destra e sinistra 

described the conflict between left and right as the driving dialectic of contemporary Italian 

history.7 Tulli’s experiences, instead, defined by loose ideological devotion and extensive 

mystification among Italian civilians, military officers, and members of the Vatican alike, expose 

the true character of the post-Fascist period in Italy. Rather than triumphing against oppression 

or actively pursuing a new era of Italian politics, the individuals that would successfully 

transition from a Fascist to post-Fascist career experienced the fall of the regime as both a 

challenge and an opportunity for self-reinvention. 

    The periodization of Italian mid-century history presents another obstacle in the study of 

the transition from Fascism to democracy. Historians frequently interpret the 1940s as part of 

either the fall of Fascism, or the beginning of Italy’s economic miracle of the 1960s. While 

narrow, field-specific studies about postwar Italy exist — such as explorations of the history of 

education, of the Italian economy, or of Italian politics — historical surveys seldom explore the 

continuity between the Italian Fascist and democratic period in depth. Historians Paul Ginsborg, 

 
5 Ibid., 304. 
6 Laurent Douzou, “‘Una guerra civile’: riferimento storiografico e progresso epistemologico,” Contemporanea 16, 

no. 1 (January 2013): 121, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24653832.  
7 Norberto Bobbio, Destra e sinistra: Ragioni e significati di una distinzione politica (Rome: Donizelli, 2014): 

introduction. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24653832
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Denis Mack Smith, and Tony Judt, three crucial voices in contemporary Italian history, set a 

historiographical precedent that encourages only superficial analyses of the 1940s. Ginsborg’s 

1990 Storia d’Italia dal dopoguerra a oggi devotes only one chapter to the material conditions of 

Italy in 1944-45,8 and another to the agrarian reforms of 1945 in southern Italy.9 The 1996 

second edition of Mack Smith’s Modern Italy: A Political History, a crucial text that covers 

Italian history from 1861 to 1996, devotes no single chapter to the postwar period.10 Judt, on the 

other hand, devotes the first chapter of his Postwar, a survey of European history through 2005, 

to the period between 1945 and 1953. Even Judt’s seemingly useful periodization, however, still 

excludes 1943 and 1944, two crucial years of post-Fascist Italian history. Furthermore, Judt’s 

first chapter only mentions the Italian case in passing, reinforcing a historiographical trend that 

devalues Italy’s immediate post-Fascist experience.11  

Studies of Italian memory politics also largely overlook the 1940s. Claudio Fogu’s essay 

“Italiani brava gente” devotes a scant two pages to this decade,12 while Ilaria Poggiolini’s 

“Translating memories of war and co-belligerency into politics” describes the 1940s merely as a 

decade in which memory of collaboration or resistance manifested itself in the political choices 

of individuals.13 Tulli’s experience, on the other hand, suggests that 1943 to 1945 were crucial 

years in consolidating Italian memory about Fascism. Tulli and his cadre of former colonial 

 
8 Paul Ginsborg, Marcello Flores, and Sandro Perini, “L’assetto postbellico,” in Storia d’Italia dal dopoguerra a 

oggi (Turin: Einaudi, 2006), 62.  
9 Ibid., “Le riforme agrarie,” 93. 
10 Denis Mack Smith, Modern Italy: A Political History, 2nd ed. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998): 

table of contents. 
11 Tony Judt, Postwar: La nostra storia 1945-2005 (Bari: Laterza, 2017): 23. 
12 Claudio Fogu, “Italiani brava gente: The Legacy of Fascist Historical Culture on Italian Politics of Memory,” in 

The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe, ed. Richard Ned Lebow, Wulf Kanstainer, and Claudio Fogu (Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2006): 53-55. 
13 Ilaria Poggiolini, “Translating Memories of War and Co-Belligerency into Politics: The Italian Post-War 

Experience,” in Memory and Power in Post-War Europe, ed. Jan-Werner Müller (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2002): 230. 
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officials reinvented themselves in the final two years of the war in Europe, and underwent purge 

trials by the Christian Democratic Party for their participation in the Fascist regime. Tulli’s 

experience reframes current interpretations of Italian memory politics, and sheds light on the 

under-studied Italian purge trials of the late 1940s.  

 Tulli’s documents also provide a unique, Italian voice to the study of Italy’s late Fascist 

and post-Fascist years. Much of the history of the 1940s in Italy is written with the aid of Vatican 

sources. The work of historian Owen Chadwick, including Britain and the Vatican During the 

Second World War, epitomizes this favoring of Catholic voices.14 The willful mystification of 

Vatican collaboration with Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany both during and after the war, as 

exposed recently by historians like Jorge Camarasa,15 Marco Aurelio Rivelli,16 and, more 

recently, Lucia Ceci,17 accounts for this epistemological bias. Furthermore, the political 

dominance of the Christian Democratic Party throughout the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s has 

favored the memorialization of Vatican reconstructive efforts. Tulli’s frank documentation about 

the Vatican’s presentation of its resistance efforts during the period of Nazi occupation in Rome, 

however, provides significant evidence for the pursuit of a de-mystified study of the papacy’s 

legacy.  

 Tulli’s vast archive of unpublished documents will address the numerous deficiencies of 

the scholarship about Italy’s post-Fascist period. This thesis will introduce a previously unknown 

historical figure, while also proposing the existence of an unstudied channel of continuity from 

 
14 Owen Chadwick, Britain and the Vatican During the Second World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1988): 3. 
15 Jorge Camarasa, Mengele: El Ángel De La Muerte En Sudamérica (Buenos Aires: Grupo Editorial Norma, 2008): 

22. 
16 Marco Aurelio Rivelli, L’Arcivescovo del genocidio: Monsignor Stepinac, il Vaticano e la dittatura Ustascia in 

Croazia, 1941-1945 (Milan: Kaos, 1999): 4. 
17 Lucia Ceci, L’interesse superiore: Il Vaticano e l'Italia di Mussolini (Bari: Laterza, 2013): 6. 
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Fascism to Italian democracy. Tulli’s membership within a colonial technocratic cadre in 

Ethiopia created a clear path to postwar ascendancy, and his career, then, shows how colonial 

officers became important political figures in post-Fascist Italy. Tulli and his colleagues 

remained only loosely moored to the metropolitan civilian administration of the regime, helped 

each other manufacture more forgivable Fascist pedigrees, and ultimately provided practical 

administrative continuity to the country in the midst of reconstruction. 
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Chapter I: 

Tulli in Ethiopia  

After half a century of disappointed Italian overestimations of colonial prowess, Benito 

Mussolini rose to power in 1922 and nursed the myth of colonial redemption and self-affirmation 

sowed by his Liberal predecessors. Under the Fascist nationalist movement, colonial expansion 

became a central tenet of “the extremely problematic question of Italian nation building in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”18 Historian Nicola Labanca argues that, as early as 1919, 

Mussolini pursued the narrative of Italian postwar mutilation to appeal to Italy’s increasingly 

Africa-obsessed nationalists. Mussolini incorporated into his criticism of domestic politics the 

narrative of failure and betrayal on the colonial stage.19 In Il Popolo d’Italia, a Fascist newspaper 

founded in 1914 by Mussolini himself, the soon-to-be Duce expressed animosity toward the 

colonial holdings of Italy’s World War I allies: “With 47 million inhabitants, England has an 

empire of 55 million square kilometers, with a population of 38 million, France has an empire of 

15 million square kilometers…. We want our place in the sun because we have a right to it.”20  

To redeem pre-Fascist failures, “Mussolini’s government pushed up the colonial plan of 

the Liberals to full scale.”21 Libya was the first territorial aspiration to pique Fascist interest. 

Italy’s genocidal campaign of “unmatched … brutality” in Libya lasted from 1922 to 1932, and 

long-anticipated plans to invade independent Ethiopia soon followed.22 A skirmish at the border 

 
18 Chiara Giorgi, L’Africa come carriera: Funzioni e funzionari del colonialismo Italiano (Rome: Carocci, 2012), 

24. My translation, as are all subsequent translations.  
19 Nicola Labanca, Oltremare: Storia dell’espansione coloniale Italiana (Bologna: Società Editrice il Mulino, 

2002), 144, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015056813556. 
20 Cited in Angelo Del Boca, Gli Italiani in Africa Orientale (Milan: Mondadori, 2001), 2:5. 
21 Ali Abdullah Ahmida, “Anti-Colonial Resistance in Eastern Libya,” in A Historical Companion to Postcolonial 

Literatures: Continental Europe and Its Empires, by Prem Poddar, Rajeev S. Patke, and Lars Jensen (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 272, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g0b6vw.130.  
22 Labanca, Oltremare, 301; Abdullah Ahmida, “Anti-Colonial Resistance in Eastern Libya,” 274.  

https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015056813556
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g0b6vw.130
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between Ethiopia and Italian Eritrea on December 4, 1934, known as the Ual Ual Incident, 

justified the mobilization of Italian troops and secured French and British approval for the 

imminent struggle.23 The ensuing war in Ethiopia with Negus Haile Selassie lasted from October 

1935 to May 1936, and similarly saw the deployment of brutal tactics, including the use of 

mustard gas and flamethrowers on civilian populations.24 

Raimondo Tulli participated as a military officer in the Ethiopian war and remained in the 

African colony through 1938 as an administrator. Born in Sezze Romano in 1904 to an upper-

middle class family that had recently become wealthy by investing in car dealerships and auto 

repair shops in the Pontine region, Tulli had worked as a labor advocate in his native province of 

Littoria from 1929 to 1935.25 At the same time, Tulli was conscripted by the Fascist regime in 

1925, and, over the next ten years, attended military academies in Gaeta, Frosinone, and Salerno, 

achieving the rank of second lieutenant.26 In 1935, Tulli was deployed in the Africa Orientale 

Italiana (AOI) to participate in the Ethiopian conflict, arriving at the port of Massawa on 

February 2, 1936.27 He joined the 23 Marzo division once in Ethiopia, but was subsequently 

transferred to the Primo Autogruppo Intendenza di Manovra in light of his apparent expertise 

regarding automobiles.28 The second lieutenant then managed a military-owned and operated car 

 
23 Labanca, Oltremare, 185. 
24 Ibid., 192. 
25 Raimondo Tulli, “Resoconto delle attività militari,” 1942, Raimondo Tulli Papers, Angelica Rossi-Hawkins, 

Rome; Alessandra Tulli, interview by the author, Rome, April 9, 2021. All subsequent primary sources are from 

Tulli’s collection of papers, unless otherwise indicated.  
26 1st Regiment of Armored Vehicles, comp., Matricola (Rome: Royal Italian Army, 1943), 3. 
27 Ibid., 2. 
28 While no written sources explicitly indicate how Tulli obtained his knowledge about cars and motors, his 

expertise is praised in Alfredo Cotronei, Vito Carlo Biagi, Federico Martinengo, and Rodolfo Graziani. Rapporto 

personale del Capomanipolo Tulli Raimondo. Compiled by the Royal Italian Army (Addis Ababa, 1940). Interviews 

conducted with his daughter, Alessandra Tulli, on April 9, also elucidated that Tulli’s family had car dealerships and 

repair shops in the Pontine region since the turn of the century, likely providing him with his background in 

automobiles.  
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park (autoparco) in Addis Ababa from 1937 to 1938.29 His wife Maria Luisa, whom he had 

married on October 30, 1935, joined him in the African capital the following year, and 

maintained a steady flow of correspondence with her parents throughout the couple’s stay in the 

AOI. Their experiences, meticulously documented in Tulli’s archive, enrich dominant scholarly 

narratives of the Italian colonial experience. Raimondo gained membership into an exclusive, 

expertise-based inner circle of colonial administrators that served the regime while expressing 

little interest in Fascist doctrine. His wife, instead, experienced a stringent, highly ideological 

colonial society, and was left vulnerable to invasive forms of misogynistic policing.  

Tulli participated in the Fascist regime’s systematic campaigns to suppress all vestiges of 

Ethiopian independence. As a replacement to General Pietro Badoglio, Mussolini appointed 

General Rodolfo Graziani as Viceroy of Ethiopia in June of 1936 to project dominance and 

encourage the exertion of extreme brutality on resistant populations. Graziani had fought in 

Libya and in the metropole during World War I, and emerged from the Great War as the Italian 

military’s youngest — and one of its most decorated — colonels. In his tenure as a member of 

the ministry of war in Libya from 1921 to 1934, then, Graziani employed the brutal tactics he 

had honed between 1914 and 1918 towards the reconquest of the African territory, earning the 

moniker “il macellaio degli arabi,” the butcher of Arabs.30  

Despite the Duce’s appointment of this renowned despot to the highest post in the AOI, 

and his own characteristically strongman rhetoric demanding to “shoot the rebels” and “use gas” 

 
29 Raimondo Tulli, “Notizie riguardanti il Capomanipolo Tulli,” May 27, 1940.  
30 Angelo Del Boca, “Rodolfo Graziani,” in Dizionario biografico degli Italiani (Enciclopedia Treccani, 2002), last 

modified 2002, https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/rodolfo-graziani_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/.   

https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/rodolfo-graziani_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/
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on Ethiopians,31 Italian control over the territory barely extended past Addis Ababa.32 Important 

resistance cells, often spearheaded by former Ethiopian nobles and relatives of Negus Selassie, 

destabilized Italian control over the region throughout the 1930s.33 Labanca describes Graziani’s 

suppression of these resistant groups as a campaign of ethnic cleansing: to bolster the image 

projected by Italian media domestically, which touted peace and stability in the colonies, 

“villages were burned, harvests were destroyed, and every imaginable kind of warfare, both 

legitimate and illegitimate, was waged against local populations.”34 Tulli helped pursue and 

capture Negus Selassie’s son-in-law Ras Destà and other members of his resistant network. 

The primary sources in Tulli’s archives about Ras Destà — which include internal 

memoranda, letters of recommendation for promotion within the military, and even personal 

messages between Tulli and his superiors — conceal the widely documented and studied 

violence of the 1937 campaigns. A letter of recommendation by Rear Admiral Federico 

Martinengo, written in 1940 in praise of Tulli’s “special competence with automobiles,” merely 

mentions that Tulli participated in the “pursuit and capture of Ras Destà.”35 A similar letter by an 

unknown author devotes only one line to the “policing campaign” against Ras Destà.36 Another 

letter still, this one signed by Graziani himself, mentions Tulli’s participation in the “capture of 

Ras Destà,” and defines Tulli’s appointment as the head of the Addis Ababa car park as a reward 

 
31 Labanca, Oltremare, 200.  
32Asfa-Wossen Asserate, Peter Lewis, and Thomas Pakenham, “The Darkest Hour 1935 to 1940,” in King of Kings: 

The Triumph and Tragedy of Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia (London: Haus Publishing, 2017), 127, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1pd2ktb.10.   
33 Ibid. 
34 Labanca, Oltremare, 200-201. 
35 Martinengo in Cotronei et al., Rapporto personale. 
36 Tulli, “Notizie riguardanti il Capomanipolo Tulli.” 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1pd2ktb.10
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for this service.37 All documents downplay the particulars of the policing campaign, but associate 

Tulli’s knowledge about automobiles with his role in the pursuit of the African leader.38 

While extensive research exists on the brutality of Italian oppression of Ethiopian 

resistance, little is known about the bureaucratic relevance of such campaigns within the Fascist 

colonial management. Tulli’s documents shed vital light on the function of these campaigns in 

establishing an inner cadre of colonial military officials that, despite their often low official 

ranks, constituted the upper echelons of the AOI’s administration. Indeed, Tulli entered the 

campaign to capture Ras Destà merely as a second lieutenant, but left with a War Merit Cross,39 

an important and lucrative post at the heart of the colonial administration,40 and direct 

relationships with high-ranking figures, including the Viceroy himself. It is no surprise, then, that 

references to the capture of Ras Destà are so fleeting — the mere invocation of the campaign 

served as a symbol of prestige and belonging, requiring no explanation within colonial military 

circles. Tulli’s experience indicates that these campaigns against resistance cells only involved a 

limited consortium of specialized officials, hence Tulli’s selection for his mastery of 

automobiles. For Tulli, participation in the campaign also seemed to guarantee the benefits of a 

clientele system buried within the Fascist colonial administration. Not only did Tulli 

immediately obtain his position at the autoparco, but he was also granted lush accommodations 

and servants at his new residence in Addis Ababa.41 The same network of individuals that noted 

his participation in the Ras Destà campaign would also later guarantee his colonial post in 

 
37 Letter by Rodolfo Graziani, “Al Ministero della Guerra,” July 19, 1940. 
38 Tulli, “Notizie riguardanti il Capomanipolo Tulli.” 
39 Letter by Graziani, “Al Ministero della Guerra.” 
40 1st Regiment of Armored Vehicles, Matricola, 5. 
41 Maria Luisa Tulli to Elisabetta Adanti and Alessandro Adanti [her parents], January 13, 1938. 
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Libya42 and his smooth transition from a military career to a metropolitan bureaucratic one in the 

Ministero della Cultura Popolare (the Ministry of Popular Culture, usually called Minculpop) 

from 1941 to 1943.43 

Tulli’s archive reveals the symbolic importance to Fascist administrators of participation 

in colonial policing campaigns. Tulli did not keep any documents outlining the methods of 

Fascist anti-resistance operations, preserving only trace allusions to the strategies employed to 

secure what “was supposed to be the centerpiece of Mussolini’s Fascist empire.”44 Mentions of 

Ras Destà’s capture, instead, served as a dog whistle to Fascist officials to clear career paths for 

individuals like Tulli in colonial, military, and bureaucratic circles, absent significant titles or 

official recognition. The special, tacitly powerful legacy of these brutal campaigns of anti-

insurrection allowed Tulli, a low-ranking military officer, to share the spoils of membership in an 

exclusive cohort of violent colonizers: Antonello Tulli, the second lieutenant’s third son, 

preserves Ras Destà’s golden cloak in glass under his Roman home’s coffee table to boast about 

the “rich network of friends and colleagues that [his] parents had gained in Africa.”45   

 Tulli’s participation in bureaucratic and military posts in Ethiopia also revealed a tension 

between Fascist colonial theory and praxis. Fascist colonialism rested on two means of 

ideological justification. The first was a purported need for settlement in Africa: the Fascist party 

declared that “Libya was essential for settling Italian[s],”46 and that Italian peasants should be 

recruited for “agrarian colonization” in Ethiopia to fulfill a quest for Fascist Lebensraum.47 The 

 
42 Letter by Alvise Brunetti, “Raimondo Tulli,” December 8, 1940.  
43 Letter by Giovanni Delvecchio, “Capomanipolo Raimondo Tulli,” May 10, 1941.  
44 Ruth Iyob, “Anti-Colonial Resistance in Italian East Africa,” in A Historical Companion to Postcolonial 

Literatures: Continental Europe and Its Empires, by Prem Poddar, Rajeev S. Patke, and Lars Jensen (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 275, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g0b6vw.131.   
45 Antonello Tulli, interview by the author, April 15, 2019. 
46 Abdullah Ahmida, “Anti-Colonial Resistance in Eastern Libya,” 274.  
47 Giorgi, L’Africa come carriera, 95. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g0b6vw.131


 

16 

second justification was racial. Colonial segregation ossified after the proclamation of the AOI in 

1935: a 1936 decree denied African natives Italian citizenship on racial grounds, a 1937 law 

banned inter-racial marriages, and a 1940 law consigned all mixed-race individuals to the status 

of “natives,” relegating them to colonial subjecthood.48 These policies found their metropolitan 

counterpart in the development of state-sponsored biological anthropology that “believed in the 

insurmountable mental inferiority of the black subjects, grounded in racial causes with which it 

would be dangerous to infect oneself.”49 Chiara Giorgi’s book, L’Africa come carriera, in fact, 

suggests that young Fascists could seize upon the ideological goals of Italian colonialism to 

rapidly rise through the colonial bureaucracy.50 She details how “colonial careers were different 

from those in any other administrative branch due to their brief timeframes” that allowed young 

Fascist zealots to obtain high posts rapidly.51  

 Tulli’s career followed a different, covert track for colonial administrators, divorced from 

the bureaucratic jostling described by Giorgi and based more on practical competence than 

Fascist zeal. Tulli’s specialized technical knowledge secured his professional self-affirmation in 

spite of his lacking ideological fervor. None of his documents — including professional 

recommendations — make any mention of his devotion to Fascist ideology. In only one letter 

from 1941, after Tulli had briefly returned to Rome, did he ask to be reinstated “in any imperial 

territory, as long as he could serve the military’s heroic work,” using a somewhat clichéd 

formulation.52 Instead, Tulli’s ability to gather a fleet of cars in the Ethiopian capital for the AOI 

 
48 Barbara Sorgoni, “Racial Policies,” in A Historical Companion to Postcolonial Literatures: Continental Europe 

and Its Empires, by Prem Poddar, Rajeev S. Patke, and Lars Jensen (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 

307, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3366/j.ctt1g0b6vw.146.   
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administration,53 bolstered by his technical expertise evident in his reports on military vehicles,54 

garnered him noteworthy praise from his superiors. Martinengo described Tulli’s time at the 

Addis Ababa car park as “worthy of being placed in relief as exemplary work.”55 Tulli 

highlighted the existence of an entire class of similarly middle-rank but high-profile colonial 

operatives who, like him, had begun their careers in the Fascist government as soldiers in the 

AOI, but transitioned into administrative roles. In 1944, Tulli described having “performed [his] 

duty in the car park with the help of S.E. Arnaldo Petretti, at the time vice Governor General, and 

with that whole cohort of powerful but little-known individuals, including secretary Angelo 

Savini-Nicci.”56  

Tulli’s time in Ethiopia illustrates the existence of a hidden bureaucracy parallel to, and 

more powerful than, the metropole-appointed colonial administration described by Giorgi. In it, 

technically specialized individuals garnered social and professional capital in the colonies with 

little to no recognition from the metropolitan Fascist government. In a letter to Martinengo, Tulli 

implied that the same circumstances that had secured his “excellent personal relationships” and 

“choice assignment” at the Addis Ababa car park had actually sidelined him from the official 

Fascist military hierarchy.57 He complained that “it is absurd that … after having participated in 

a war and having worked in Africa for two years, [he] could not be promoted to the rank of 

lieutenant,” while the career bureaucrats described by Giorgi “who sit there scratching their 

heads ha[d] been lieutenants with seniority over [him] since 1935.”58 Tulli knew that 
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Martinengo, “who [was] colonial,” would understand this duality of AOI politics: “it would be 

unnecessary to outline [to Martinengo] the terrible absurdity of this state of things.”59 As 

expected, Martinengo sympathized. The Rear Admiral provided a detailed, laudatory account of 

Tulli’s work in Ethiopia and acknowledged the “indispensable work of colonial operatives like 

[Tulli].”60  

Tulli’s membership in this insular, self-referential group of colonial administrators 

facilitated the expression of his dissenting opinions against the central Fascist state. Distant from 

the ideologically driven social ascent of young Fascist colonial bureaucrats, and not seeking 

social favor from the Fascist metropole, Tulli liberally criticized metropolitan practices. The 

sarcastic tone of the letter to Martinengo — a letter whose postmark reads “subject to state 

censorship” — bore no disciplinary repercussions for Tulli.61 In fact, his recognized and valued 

automobile expertise, and thus his ascent in the unofficial hierarchies of colonial Ethiopia, may 

have been contingent on his willingness to voice disapproval towards Fascist practices. A June 

1941 exchange between Tulli and Fascist party engineer Giuseppe Rosini, who directed a state-

owned tank-building plant in Sestri, Italy, demonstrated Tulli’s willingness to be insubordinate, 

especially on practical grounds. While Tulli’s original message is absent from the archive, 

Rosini’s response to a complaint over “the function of filters for the Naphtha on the M.13 tank” 

expressed discomfort with Tulli’s tone.62  Rosini wrote, “I am well aware of the legendary march 

and of the heroism of your battalion,” referring to Tulli’s role in a campaign in Libya in 1941, 

“so I will partly justify your comments.”63 He then alluded to his hierarchical superiority over 
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Tulli, suggesting that Tulli’s criticism “should be considered along with other elements that [the 

second lieutenant was] not aware of…that cannot be discussed on paper.”64 Within less than a 

year, however, Tulli would gain the upper hand in the debate: later in 1941, he was 

commissioned to issue regular “reports on army vehicles,”65 and by 1942, Rosini’s recalcitrance 

turned into obsequious gratitude for Tulli’s advice.66 In practical matters, then, Tulli, who 

embodied a class of colonial, specialized bureaucrats, dissented against — and triumphed over 

— metropolitan state hierarchies.  

This tension between the rigorously hierarchical metropolitan state and the relatively 

independent AOI bureaucratic apparatus reverberated in Fascist media. Tulli circled, clipped, and 

saved a November 1937 article from Cronache dell’Impero, a newspaper published by the 

Istituto Luce and circulated in the metropole. The article celebrated Tulli’s heroic “record-

breaking” drive from “Asmara to Addis Ababa in 26 hours,” casting the event as a feat of 

courage and Fascist machismo.67 What was to the metropole and to Fascist media outlets a 

romanticized depiction of the colonial frontier was to Tulli little more than a nuisance. In a letter 

from October 15, 1937, addressed to his father-in-law, the second lieutenant described the trip as 

a “boring and practically useless” reconnaissance mission to test the soundness of new AOI 

roads.68 

Tulli thus exemplified a largely unacknowledged and unstudied set of colonial operatives, 

whose practical expertise excluded them from typical bureaucratic channels but fortified their 

professional network and clout. While uncovering the lesser-known structures of the colonial 
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administration, Tulli’s archive also reveals the economic function of the colonies in the 

development of Italian industry. Why was Tulli’s knowledge of automobiles such a valuable 

commodity in the AOI? Documents regarding the car park in Addis Ababa indicate that the 

development of infrastructure and the strengthening of the automobile sector in Ethiopia served 

Fascist desires to render the AOI a lucrative locus of “cultural and economic autarchy.”69 One of 

Tulli’s primary goals in increasing the fleet of cars available, in fact, was to accelerate the 

nationalization of industry in the AOI. Tulli’s car park offered a “shelter, service station, and fuel 

repository for cars that used to be fixed by privately-owned enterprises.”70 This saturation of the 

automobile sector was part of a broader project to secure state ownership of infrastructure in the 

AOI. Plinio Bona, director of the AOI division of the Ferrovie dello Stato (state railroads), 

oversaw the construction and acquisition of vehicles for the car park.71 Tulli cemented a close 

relationship with Bona, who praised Tulli’s “knowledge of automobiles and administrative skills 

[used] in service of the enrichment of the state.”72  

The wider availability of vehicles ensured by the car park also helped consolidate 

Ethiopia’s role as a captive market for Italian goods: “Bianchi vehicles [facilitated] the 

transportation of Italian tobacco from Massawa to the rest of the empire,” and transported 

colonial operatives to “scientific and agricultural missions” to plot new agricultural settlements.73 

The acquisition of these vehicles for the car park was also part of a program to sponsor Italian 

car manufacturers. During Tulli’s one-year tenure as director at the car park, he imported 465 
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automobiles, 430 of which were acquired from Fiat, Bianchi, Balilla, and Ardita.74 Tulli’s papers 

thus expose the import of automobiles to Ethiopia as a cornerstone of the economic contours of 

Italian colonialism. 

Tulli’s career remained largely divorced from the ideological tenets of Italian 

colonization: his technical competence sheltered him from the effects of ideology. Maria Luisa’s 

time in Addis Ababa, on the other hand, was deeply marred by the dogmatic goals of Fascism in 

the colonies. Her correspondence with her parents described rigorous segregation. In Maria 

Luisa’s Addis Ababa, Fascist colonialism transplanted its vision of Italian society into Africa. 

She detailed a life of luxury and ease in the colonies, and described throwing lavish parties for 

colonial officials. She hosted exclusive events, once inviting “twelve people at dinner, including 

the Viceroy [Graziani] himself.”75 However, Maria Luisa’s rich social calendar involved nearly 

no interaction with non-Italians. Not even her domestic servants, provided by the AOI 

administration, were of Ethiopian descent. In one letter to her parents, she recounted how her 

“first cook, Borsalino, from Calabria” confused a bidet with a soup bowl.76 In a set of 60 letters 

written over the course of her two-year stay in the AOI, she only once acknowledged the 

presence of native Ethiopians, describing how “it [was] moving to hear little blackies sing about 

[her] beloved Duce.”77 

The insular nature of Italian colonialism is most apparent in Maria Luisa’s accounts of 

her meals. Marisella, as her husband called her, frequently described repasts to her parents, 
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intermittently commenting on her disregard for her growing figure.78 She rejoiced at the arrival 

of “vegetables [she used to eat] at home, like cauliflower, fennel, and artichokes” from the farms 

surrounding Addis Ababa,79 and painstakingly described preparing “a delicious dinner” that 

included coniglio alla cacciatora and carciofi alla romana.80 She thus remained confined to a 

strictly Italian island of settler colonialism, with no physical or cultural encounters with native 

populations. This utter segregation, however, imbued Maria Luisa’s experiences with a pervasive 

sense of artificiality. She complained about how “she truly need[ed her parents, her] air, and 

[her] beloved Rome,”81 asserting that “though this Italia oltremare [was] beautiful, the real one 

[was] infinitely better.”82 Even for a woman whose experiences most aligned with the desired 

modes of Italian settler colonialism, the reality of life in Ethiopia missed the mark, transforming 

Mussolini's plans for a new Roman empire into “a truly squalid situation.”83  

Maria Luisa experienced not only isolation, but also Fascist ideological misogyny. Both 

the nature of Fascist racial theory and the practice of racial segregation bore significant 

implications for women. While official Fascist doctrine identified women as biologically, 

spiritually, and intellectually inferior to men, they remained essential to Fascist racial doctrines 

and anxieties.84 Women were “depositories of ethnic characteristics,” embodying simultaneously 

the possibility for racial purity and miscegenation in the colonies.85 Tasked with “supervis[ing] 
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racial segregation and ensur[ing] the appropriate reproduction of a specifically settler-colonial 

polity,” women were subject to significant moral policing.86 

Maria Luisa’s letters expose the mechanisms of this state control exerted on Italian 

women as bearers of racial purity. While in Africa, Maria Luisa suffered two miscarriages: the 

first soon after arriving in 1936,87 and the other in early 1938.88 After her first, she expressed 

sorrow to her mother over having “failed” in her desire to “fill her home with little ones.”89 She 

then affectionately recounted her husband’s care as she recovered from the ordeal.90 Two years 

later, however, her frustration resonated with societal pressures for women to produce Italian 

children. She told her mother, “Maybe I am not one of those women that the Duce celebrates.”91 

Wracked with guilt over her failure to produce children, Maria Luisa was soon treated by a fleet 

of gynecologists aiming to promote higher birth rates in the colonies. She described being visited 

by three different doctors “specializing in the birth of children and the ‘promotion of the Italian 

genius’” in less than one month.92 She recounted the visits as explicitly aimed not towards 

maternal recovery, but towards the inflation of settler birth rates, and was left traumatized by her 

“having been treated like a farm animal" by the doctors.93 Raimondo Tulli similarly resisted 

these examinations, and forced the third of the doctors to leave their home.94 Despite the ubiquity 

of Fascist messaging pressuring women to bear children in the metropole as well, Maria Luisa 
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retained positive opinions of her metropolitan doctors and admired their care of her once she 

returned to Italy. They “sent [her] to Salsomaggiore” and made her feel very well, “bene, 

benone, benissimo.”95 It seems, then, that AOI colonies retained an ideologically zealous 

administrative apparatus devoted to the control of women, conceived as bearers of the Italian 

race, that did not necessarily exist in metropolitan Italy. Maria Luisa was left with profound 

trauma and an ideologically induced self-loathing, and returned to Rome without looking back in 

September 1938. 

 Maria Luisa and Raimondo Tulli thus experienced Ethiopia in profoundly different ways. 

While Raimondo prospered by his ability to obviate the ideological rigor of Fascist colonialism, 

Maria Luisa suffered under the yoke of racial and gender anxieties. Tulli’s participation in the 

unofficial and un-ideological colonial administration of the AOI would facilitate his 1943 

defection to the Italian resistance, and aid his self-defense in post-Fascist Italy’s purge trials. Just 

as Raimondo's colonial role salvaged his post-Fascist political career, Maria Luisa's time in the 

colonies earned her both praise as a model housewife from the Christian Democratic party in the 

late 1940s, and deep psychological and physical trauma: she ultimately bore four children, but 

faced five more miscarriages. The couple’s later lives will show how the idiosyncrasies and 

fractured realities of Italian colonial life cast long shadows in both Tulli’s and Italy’s post-Fascist 

reconstruction. 
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Chapter II: 

Tulli after 1942 

After Tulli secured his place in the specialized cadre of colonial technocrats in Ethiopia, a 

foot injury suffered in Tobruk, Libya, catapulted him back into the metropole. Commanding the 

seventh tank battalion in the Western Desert campaign of 1941 and 1942 — which awarded the 

Axis powers their greatest, albeit short-lived, colonial victory against the British during the 

Second World War96 — Tulli enjoyed a privileged position in the operation thanks to his 

technical expertise.97 He led a charge of men to collect and appropriate car parts lost by the 

enemy on the field, to be used to repair Fascist vehicles. Tulli’s “brilliant command and 

incomparable work in the technical field,”98 carefully detailed in weekly reports,99 transformed 

the technocrat into an unlikely and rather disillusioned war hero. In the afternoon of February 8, 

1942, on one such reconnaissance mission, Tulli and his division were “attacked by an onslaught 

of enemy armored vehicles, [against which Tulli] defended himself, strenuously pushing back 

the enemy.”100 In the struggle, Tulli was “gravely injured and mutilated first by a landmine and 

later by shrapnel from an anti-tank missile.”101 When the enemy had retreated, Tulli “lost his 

senses due to the great quantity of blood lost,” only to awaken missing much of his right foot, 

allegedly carved away by a fellow soldier using a tin spoon, and with his prospects of remaining 

in the colonies utterly dashed.102   
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 Tulli’s time in Libya, his injury, and his subsequent transition from military colonial 

work to metropolitan bureaucratic functions, exposed the fraying power of the domestic Fascist 

administration towards the end of the war, and the growing ascendancy of colonial officers in 

Tulli’s technocratic circle. This once covert cadre of powerful individuals gradually stepped into 

the light, exerting capillary power in both the military and the Fascist government. Before 

suffering his injury, in fact, Tulli did not mince words in admonishing state engineers about the 

shortcomings of the armored vehicles used in the Libyan campaign. Uncharacteristically using 

foul language and an excess of exclamation points, Tulli blamed Fascist engineer Rosini for his 

injury and demanded that “evaluations of armored vehicles be entrusted not only to members of 

a certain rank — who often know little about any given vehicle because they do not fight in it — 

but to any one of the great many tank experts in the military.”103 Tulli next invoked famed 

Fascist architect and aesthetic theorist Aldo Andreani to sarcastically highlight the epicurean and 

impractical tastes of metropolitan administrators and military engineers: “Andreani surely has 

already told [Rosini] many more, far more interesting things, so that [there is nothing left for 

Tulli] to do except to close in on [himself] and let [his] anger fester.”104 In this bold, explicitly 

disrespectful letter, Tulli unflinchingly claimed high-ranking colonial allies, threatening action 

against the metropole with the help of “a colonel who actually knows a thing or two about 

engines (Tullio Nicolardi).”105 In 1941, Tulli enjoyed such security and strong support from his 

colonial colleagues that he faced no consequences for his unabashed insubordination. 

After his injury, which suddenly rendered him unable to offer his technical expertise in 

the field, Tulli pursued a sedentary career outside of the Fascist military, calling in favors from 
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his technocratic colonial cadre and its high-ranking allies Ettore Bastico, Gastone Gambara, and 

Nicolardi. Once an unknown, though influential, colonial administrator, Tulli quickly gained 

ample recognition for his service in the form of military honors. Bastico, Tulli’s longtime friend 

who had become a Marshal of Italy in 1942, granted Tulli a “silver medal of valor for work in 

the field”106 with support from Capo di Stato Maggiore Ugo Cavallero.107 In the summer of 

1942, Tulli briefly continued to collect technocratic roles in the military, traveling to Bulgaria 

under the guise of conducting a diplomatic mission. A Bulgarian newspaper recalled that “a 

group of Bulgarian soldiers, accompanied by their commander Stoinov, met their Italian allies…. 

On the same occasion, gifts were offered to the Italian invalids. The Italian captain, Raimondo, 

an invalid himself, also extended his thanks and salutations to Stoinov.”108 However, Tulli’s 

diplomatic function masked his covert mission: Tulli had secretly come to “Bulgaria to examine 

tank materials captured from the Russians and the Germans.”109 His brief stint in the Balkans 

complete, Tulli joined Gaetano Polverelli’s Minculpop in December 1942. 

Cavallero’s support for Tulli in obtaining both the silver medal and his appointment to 

Minculpop signaled a broader trend in propaganda politics unfolding during 1943. Indeed, in 

1942, Cavallero had worked to significantly restrict the jurisdiction of Minculpop over military 

matters, signing an accord with Minister Pavolini in May 1942 that left all publications of 

military propaganda to military publicists.110 This pursuit of expanded military jurisdiction in 

Minculpop, and the complementary contraction of the civilian, metropolitan administration 
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directly facilitated Tulli’s new employment. His entry into the rank and file of the Italian 

bureaucracy, bolstered by his colonial exploits and pedigree, exposed the increasingly far-

reaching power that colonial officers had gained in the metropole in the last phases of the war. A 

draft of a summary of Tulli’s activity in Libya, written as a recommendation for his appointment 

to the ministry by Bastico himself, framed Tulli as a hero with abundant technical skill, but also 

alluded to the insular, exclusive nature of this colonial in-group already evident in the 

documentation from Tulli’s time in Ethiopia. Bastico described the circumstances of Tulli’s 

injury, detailing how “these operations were undertaken as the enemy’s aerial offensive efforts 

intensified, all while [the Italians] were ravaged by the unfavorable atmospheric conditions 

familiar only to those who have fought in Libya.”111 However, this final allusion to the restricted 

experience of colonial participation did not make it to the final draft of the letter: it was struck 

out, and the words “what do they know” scribbled, likely by Tulli, next to the annotation to mask 

this colonial collective’s rampant feelings of superiority.112 Tulli and fellow carrista lieutenant 

colonel Alberto Andreani, in fact, expressed their own disdain for metropolitan work in an 

epistolary exchange from February 1942. Andreani responded to a lost letter from Tulli, 

presumably expressing his sadness at having to leave his colonial post, saying, “Your skills will 

not be lost: you will be able to and will have to do a lot, even in Italy.”113 

The colonial cadre’s sense of superiority translated into metropolitan reality. The wide 

reach of colonial recommenders persisted long after Tulli’s transfer into Minculpop: the clout of 

colonial participation continued to serve Tulli and grant him upward mobility even within the 

Ministry. In January 1943, less than one year after his departure from Libya, Tulli was promoted 
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to the position of first secretary in Minculpop’s Direzione Generale per la Cinematografia.114 In 

an official document announcing his promotion, in fact, two pages are dedicated to Tulli’s time 

in the colonies, citing how “he participated in war operations on the Libyan front and in the 

reconquest of Cirenaica,” while a mere two sentences praise his work in Minculpop.115 Then, on 

February 8, 1943, a year after his injury and with pressure from Bastico,116 Tulli “as 

recommended by the Minister of Popular Culture, [was awarded] the honor of becoming a 

Knight of the Order of the Crown of Italy.”117 Congratulations — and “recognition from the 

Administration for [Tulli’s] commendable activities in the patria and in the colonies”— soon 

arrived from Polverelli.118 

Tulli himself soon became an agent of the tentacular power of former colonial 

technocrats in the metropole in 1942 and 1943. A letter from Vienna Benatti, wife of a soldier in 

the colonies, thanked Tulli for his munificence. In December of 1942, Benatti asked “to know 

how [Tulli’s] foot [was] doing, and to remind [him] of that night [she] nursed [him] back to 

health in her house after his injury.”119 The woman’s poor grammar and writing abilities, belied 

by her infantile handwriting and nearly page-long sentences, indicate her belonging to a 

relatively low social rank. Then, her mention of “her husband [who] had to go look for work in 

Germany” after his discharge from the military confirms suspicions of the family’s limited 

means.120 At the end of the letter, however, she claimed to be “doing well” thanks to “the 
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pension money from the ministry,” presumably provided by Tulli, and added that her husband 

had returned to Italy. She thanked Tulli profusely for “all of his help” and apologized “for 

disturbing His Excellency.”121 

Tulli’s smooth transition into the metropolitan bureaucracy typified a mass exodus of 

colonial technocrats into the metropole in the latter phases of the war. The years from 1941 to 

1943 saw the radical diminution of Italian Fascist colonial projects, and the dispersal of 

administrative apparati in Africa.122 Other members of Tulli’s technocratic circle, in fact, seemed 

to follow a set of career paths much like his own. A letter from a former Ethiopia colleague, 

Commander T.P. D’Errico, penned on June 7, 1942, mentioned the “repatriation” of most of 

Tulli’s “old friends,” expressing the author’s frustration over “19 months in which [he] had not 

seen [his children],” and his “envy [towards] Andreani, even though his return to Italy was 

caused by the wake of issues left behind by Nicolardi” and the collapse of Italian colonialism.123 

By this time, then, the weakened Libyan and Ethiopian fronts, in which activity “depended 

entirely on the developments of the enemy’s behavior,” brought Tulli, Andreani, and their fellow 

technocrats back to Rome.124 

The slow collapse of Fascism in Italy over the course of 1943 found Tulli and many of 

his companions in uniquely poised positions of power. Amalgamated into the metropolitan 

administration, but retaining close, exclusive social and professional rapports with one another, 

these technocrats faced a choice between political opportunism and devotion to Fascism. King 

Victor Emmanuel III outlawed the Fascist Party and ordered the arrest of Mussolini on July 25, 
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1943.125 After being freed from his captivity by a German troop on September 12 of the same 

year, “Mussolini had time to create a new, phony government,” the Repubblica Sociale Italiana 

(RSI), colloquially known as the Repubblica di Salò.126 Mack Smith’s description of the 

adherents to Mussolini’s new government presages Tulli and his circle’s choice to abstain from 

the new government: opportunists like Tulli “had already abandoned Fascism in 1943; only 

scoundrels and dreamers remained,” which, of Tulli’s colonial group, included only generals 

Graziani and Gambara.”127  

In the vacuum left by the fall of Fascism in July of 1943, Tulli and his colonial colleagues 

came together, aided by technocratic expertise and personal connections, to create an unofficial 

administrative body and to coordinate Vatican resources to replenish Rome. Tulli’s involvement 

in the provisioning of Rome starting in December 1943 sketched the foundations of an 

administrative and institutional transition from Fascism to Italy’s postwar reconstruction 

government, clearing a route for these colonial technocrats’ later participation in the Christian 

Democratic Party, and for the Vatican’s privileged role in Italian politics of the late 1940s and 

1950s. This period also provided ample opportunity for Tulli to prove his loose ideological 

adherence to Fascism, as the Knight of the Order of the Crown of Italy became a kingpin of the 

Italian resistance.  

Faced with the departure of the Fascist government, Tulli dodged his summons to the 

Repubblica di Salò thanks to the support of his colonial companions. While the RSI formally 

began in September 1943, Fascist autonomy already faced significant pressure in the spring of 

that year. Mack Smith outlines the severe blow to Fascist morale dealt by the losses of north 
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African colonies in the winter of 1942 and 1943, which created  “deep cracks … within Fascist 

leadership.”128 Spurred by diminishing metropolitan approval of the Fascist regime and the 

growing pressure from Berlin on the Duce, administrative and ministerial change unfolded in the 

spring of 1943.129 Under this new stress, Tulli quickly turned to his colonial allies to escape the 

floundering administration. On May 1, 1943, Colonel Teseo Madonna — a former commander 

of Tulli’s with whom he had fought in Libya130 —  approved the technocrat-come-bureaucrat’s 

admission to a military hospital on paid leave from Minculpop through mid-September.131  

While no documentation of Tulli’s activity in the summer of 1943 remains, Maria Luisa 

offers hints about his whereabouts. In a June 1943 letter, the concerned wife complains of her 

husband’s absence from home. She claims, “Mondì [her pet name for Raimondo] leaves the 

house in a huff and disappears for weeks at a time, simply telling me that he is ‘going to the 

south.’”132 Her words revealed not only the secrecy of Tulli’s actions, unusual for the open 

relationship with her husband she flaunted in her African letters, but exposed the falsehood of his 

purported illness and need to stay in the military hospital. The mention of travel to the south is 

even more striking: the summer of 1943 marked the beginning of the Allied campaign to liberate 

Italy, which, in part, relied on the existence of well-developed resistance networks to progress 

through the peninsula.133 This political climate, combined with Alessandra Tulli’s memories of 

her father recounting having spent “the majority of 1943 hidden in the wells of cities of the 

south,” suggests that his participation in Italian Partisan resistance did not begin with his efforts 
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to provision Rome but, in some capacity or another, during this extended leave from 

Minculpop.134  

Tulli’s relationship with Graziani bears witness to the hierarchical character of the 

ideological fracture of the Fascist party in 1943. One of the few surviving documents from the 

summer of 1943 in Tulli’s archive is a brief, cold note from Graziani. Graziani typed — rather 

than hand-writing, as had previously been his practice with Tulli — a grammatically incorrect 

note that read, “I greatly enjoyed your kind well-wishes which I exchange cordially best.”135 

While the occasion of this exchange remains unknown, the discomfort between the two is 

palpable, thanks to a 1973 note, pinned to the message from Graziani, that reads “what a fool” in 

Tulli’s handwriting.136 So, while Tulli’s technocratic cohort began to defect from the declining 

Fascist state, illustrious Marshal Graziani remained loyal, and soon joined the Republic of 

Salò.137 While it is difficult to ascertain whether Colonel Madonna, or any other of Tulli’s former 

colonial colleagues, were complicit in his early defection, Tulli indisputably resurfaced in 

October 1943 as a known opponent of Fascism who had refused to join the RSI, and whose 

technocrat friends — particularly Angelo Savini-Nicci —  had followed him in abandoning the 

Fascist cause. 

As Tulli’s six-month leave from Minculpop came to a close, and the new official Italian 

government signed its armistice with the Allies, on September 8, Rome fell under the control of 

the Nazis, and Mussolini founded the RSI to collaborate with the German invaders.138 The 
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dwindling authority of Mussolini’s regime and the oft-commemorated horrors of the nine months 

of Nazi occupation in Rome are vividly documented in Tulli’s archive. He preserved a 

propaganda pamphlet that, according to Maria Luisa’s letters, had been affixed to the couple’s 

home’s door in mid-October 1943.139 While the “supreme commander of the German troops” — 

with no mention of the now practically defunct Fascist police apparatus — threatened that any 

individuals with any contact with fugitives, Partisans, or bandits would “be killed by firing 

squad,” Maria Luisa meditated on the events that had just unfolded in her native city.140 She 

remembered the famous razzia of the Jewish ghetto of Rome on October 16, 1943, briefly 

saying, “It disgusts me to think that something like this could have happened just twenty minutes 

from home, but I’ll say no more for the good of mom and dad.”141 

 It seems, then, that even in the eyes of the devout Fascist wife, the final years of the 

Second World War in Italy had seen a radical change in her formerly beloved and ideologically 

embraced Italian regime. Her mention of the good of her “mom and dad,” in fact, may allude to 

her late realization of the true implications of Fascist racial doctrine. While her father, 

Alessandro Adanti, was a devout Christian, her mother, whose maiden name was Zingarini, had 

been Jewish until marriage. Suddenly, then, while the older couple had remained active and 

involved in Roman society through 1939, as evidenced by their frequent exchanges with Maria 

Luisa during her stay in the colonies, by the time of the Nazi occupation, they had moved into 

Tulli’s home.142 A hatch door still remains above the stairs of the family’s home, where 

Alessandra Tulli remembers that her “ghoulish Nonna, whose entire life was spent trying to 
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appease her taciturn husband, would hide with [Alessandra’s] cousins and Maria Luisa’s Jewish 

classmates.”143 

While Maria Luisa realized the horrors and dangers of the Nazi occupation, Tulli 

continued to break away from the regime and nurse rapports with his former technocratic 

colonial colleagues. Around the same time the poster was affixed to his door, Tulli received a 

threatening letter regarding his position at Minculpop. On October 8, 1943, the new Minister of 

Minculpop Ferdinando Mezzasoma summoned Tulli north, claiming that “those who ma[de] 

themselves unreachable [would be subject to] immediate arrest, dismissal from their work 

without a right to a pension, [and] denunciation to the German police authorities.”144 Mezzasoma 

also explicitly condemned the use of medical excuses to avoid responding to summons from the 

new Fascist government, claiming that “many individuals [like Tulli] [had] claim[ed] to be ill, or 

[were] even falsely admitted to hospitals.”145   

Just as this letter arrived, Tulli took to constructing a new, independent, unofficial 

administrative body to feed “Rome, a city that was literally starving to death.”146 In documents 

compiled in 1946 to aid his defense in a purge trial, Tulli credited a group of former colonial 

collaborators for providing vital help in the provisioning operation. Tulli mentioned his “friend 

Angelo Savini-Nicci,” a collaborator from the Addis Ababa car park; “S.E. Arnaldo Petretti,” 

Vicegovernor General of the AOI in 1936 and 1937; and “a praiseworthy Roman company,” the 

Società Generale Immobiliare (SGI), at the time directed by Eugenio Gualdi, who had worked as 
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an administrative coordinator in Ethiopia in the late 1930s.147 The most thorough of these post-

Fascist documents is a letter addressed to the President of the Commission for the Purge of the 

Press and Information Undersecretariat in December 1944, pending Tulli’s first purge trial. Tulli 

recounted how, “in a trip to Rome in 1943 [presumably in September, soon before his permanent 

return to the city, he] was able to ascertain the miserable situation that had befallen the people of 

Rome.”148 Then, claiming that the plans to bring food to Rome were spontaneously developed in 

September of 1943 without premeditation, Tulli described how “speaking academically with 

[his] friend Savini-Nicci, [the two] concocted a fantastical project to feed the people of Rome… 

[and] from such thorough discussion, the crazy almost absurd plan took shape and became 

real.”149  

Tulli’s experiences during the Nazi occupation unveil a heretofore undiscussed chapter of 

Rome’s “tragic months.”150 Tulli claimed that the provisioning effort was entirely funded by the 

SGI, which invested in the project “only for humanitarian reasons, without profit-based 

motivations.”151 Historiography surrounding the SGI, however, does not commemorate the 

assistance efforts provided by the company in 1943 and 1944. In fact, the SGI is solely 

remembered for its primary line of business, civil construction projects, which had received 

outstanding patronage during the Fascist era.152 The construction company, founded in the late 

nineteenth century, faced massive economic turmoil in the first three decades of the twentieth 
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century. Then, following the signing of the Lateran Pacts in 1929, a majority share of the 

industry was acquired by papal treasurer Bernardino Nogara, who served as the SGI’s director 

through the end of the Second World War. The years 1939 through 1943 saw the company 

involved in extensive infrastructural projects throughout the Italian empire, under the 

collaborating leadership of Nogara and Gualdi.153 By the autumn of 1943, the collapse of 

Fascism had forced “the full halt of all activities usually conducted by the Società Generale 

Immobiliare,”154 allowing the company’s attention to turn to what both Tulli and a pamphlet 

published by the SGI itself described as utterly selfless acts of public good.155 The pamphlet 

outlined the mechanisms of provisioning: the effort demanded the “creation of a transportation 

organization,” to then “acquire, transport, and resell foodstuffs.”156 The “acquisition of products” 

from farmers was to “happen through direct negotiations with the food producers” managed by 

the SGI.157 Once in Rome, food was to be sold at the price of acquisition through the capillary 

networks of the church: kitchens in existing nunneries were expanded, and though “the kitchens 

[were to be] run by SGI personnel, the more delicate work [of cooking and handing out food was 

to be] conducted by nuns of various religious orders.”158  

The SGI thus presented its project to feed Rome as a purely philanthropic operation, 

which leaned on the company’s Vatican connections, infrastructure, and financing. However, the 

official narrative promoted by the SGI’s pamphlet raises questions about the true machinations 

of the operation, which Tulli’s accounts can help resolve. Half of the SGI pamphlet detailed the 
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consolidation of the transportation apparatus used to bring food into Rome. Despite the vital 

importance of the collection of vehicles to the fundamental task of food distribution, the 

“company [was to] keep separate the management of the transportation procedures and that of 

the acquisition and resale of food.”159 Cloaked in relative mystery, and left to an independent 

administrative branch, the allocation of vehicles raises still more questions. The SGI’s 

“programmatic plan of action relied on the functioning of thirty to forty vehicles. Already having 

ten vehicles [previously owned by the SGI] at their disposal, the SGI bought and added another 

five to the fleet, and another twenty-six were obtained from the army.”160 Despite the clear, 

significant contribution of the Italian army to the SGI’s efforts, the pamphlet contained no other 

indications as to how or why the majority of the fleet was composed of military vehicles, while 

five subsequent pages detailed the condition and provenance of the other fifteen cars. Finally, 

and most strikingly, the pamphlet provided a technological appraisal of the vehicles, offering 

summaries of gas mileages for each machine in the fleet. The introduction to this description 

mentioned how “many vehicles were able to undertake the journey from Rome to Florence, from 

whence the food necessary to supply the soup kitchens had to be collected starting in the second 

half of April” 1944.161 No explanation is provided for this seemingly abrupt change in food 

sourcing from the Roman countryside to Tuscany. What, then, did Tulli have to do with all of 

these bizarre inconsistencies? 

Tulli took on the supervision of the transportation of food and the allocation of vehicles 

for the SGI. In his letter to the purge trial commission, he coyly suggested that he “found it 

superfluous to add that the head of this major organizational effort in the transportation sector 
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was [him].”162 Once again, as had happened in Ethiopia, technological expertise had cleared a 

new, semi-covert career path for Tulli. He was involved with the technological minutiae of 

vehicle maintenance, and a note from the “vehicle repair shop for the command of the open city 

of Rome” recognized his “total access to the workshops, [granted by his] recognition as the 

technological supervisor of SGI vehicles.”163 Much of his work seemed to emulate his activities 

at the Addis Ababa car park: the SGI needed to expand the technological capabilities of many car 

repair shops, and “to build, at a very high price, a huge warehouse of replacement car parts.”164 

Furthermore, the vehicles themselves needed to be equipped with “electronic apparati and 

systems which nearly all of the cars were lacking,”165 necessitating Tulli’s mechanical 

observation and frequent “visits to the repair shops to negotiate and supervise the work.”166  

The provenance of the twenty-six military vehicles may trace to Tulli’s mysterious time 

on military leave in the summer of 1943. Tulli admits to obtaining the vehicles for the SGI: in his 

letter to the purge trial commission, he claimed that “it became possible to detract twenty-six 

cars from the Germans and from the nascent RSI army,” providing no details as to the 

circumstances or means of such acquisition.167 Tulli’s diary entries from January 1944, instead, 

documented ongoing communication between himself and Colonel Madonna. When “the army 

would not give [the SGI] enough cars, given the scope of the project to which they were 

destined, […] infinite formalities needed to be circumnavigated [presumably through Madonna’s 

intervention] to obviate the issues caused by the undefeatable, same old bureaucracy that [was] 
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incapable of any sort of mental elasticity.”168 So, while “the director general of the national 

railway system refuse[d] to inspect the vehicles,” Madonna offered “information about the 

cars.”169 Still, the colonel appeared in no official documentation of the SGI’s work, indicating 

the relative secrecy of his collaboration and communication with Tulli. Despite the ambiguous 

language of the text, Madonna’s repeated appearance in Tulli’s life suggested the military 

official’s complicity in supporting the SGI’s assistance projects and in concealing Tulli’s role in 

the operations as needed.  

There is not enough evidence to definitively ascertain Madonna’s participation in the 

SGI’s assistance network. Still, sitting members of the military — and not just technocrats like 

Savini-Nicci, Tulli, and Gualdi — had indubitably joined the ranks of these independent, private 

provisioning operations. It is difficult to trust in the mere good will of these former Fascists in 

aiding Rome during Nazi occupation, especially if their mobilization had begun in the summer of 

1943, before the founding of the RSI. Examining the true scope of the SGI’s provisioning 

operation, Fascist suspicions of Tulli’s defection during his leave of absence can be confirmed. 

Tulli’s letter to the purge trial commission stated that “the SGI’s caravans did not transport only 

food… they worked towards other, more important and delicate goals: they helped supply the 

frontlines of the clandestine resistance efforts in Tuscany.”170 The colonial technocrats had 

visibly and definitively abandoned all pretenses to Fascist faith, their work with the SGI 

constituting an opportunistic attachment to the new, burgeoning, post-Mussolini Italy. Even Tulli 

noted, in a diary entry from January 6, 1944, that “it seemed that the provisioning of Rome 

[could] help ensure the tranquility and well-being of the people of Rome, as well as a favorable 
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political situation. This group [of former colonial technocrats], which [wa]s non-political by 

definition, seem[ed] to be realizing the dual value of these efforts.”171  

Tulli clearly understood the provisioning operation as a means to construct a new 

political future not just for himself, but for his acquaintances: in a diary entry from January 8, 

1944, Tulli recalls trying to introduce a friend, referred to in his documents as “the knight,” to 

the SGI. When the man refused, Tulli remarked how some of his former colonial companions 

“d[id] not know how to extricate themselves [from the Fascist administration], but above all else 

d[id] not know how to dare even when favorable situations [were] handed right to them. It [was] 

a shame.”172 So opportunistic were the tasks undertaken by this cadre of technocratic officials 

that Tulli himself — the husband of a half-Jewish woman, hiding his parents-in-law in his attic 

— expressed only superficial distaste for the Nazis occupying the city. In his diary, he recalls 

how “the Germans lack[ed] authority and tact, managing to be disliked by everyone and 

becoming enemies to all. [Tulli was] most struck by the fact that the German men often needed 

their wives to intercede on their behalf.”173   

Tulli, leading the “armored vehicle caravans” to obtain food for Rome, worked to 

“connect, assist, and provide the Partigiani in Tuscany with weapons and money.”174 The 

collaboration with Tuscan Partisans, then, may explain the SGI’s sudden turn to Tuscan food 

sourcing. Still, documents in Tulli’s self-defense dossier for his purge trial complicate the 

timeline stipulated in the SGI’s official pamphlet. In fact, in a thorough catalogue of his 

interactions with the Partisan groups, Tulli suggested that as early as January 1, 1944, long 
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before April, there were “negotiations in Pieve Torina between Cap. Tulli and some Duke from 

Montenegro, the Partisan commander of the area, regarding both the transportation of materials 

to the rebels and the means of communication between frontline resistance cells.”175 Tulli was 

also already personally embroiled with resistant families in early 1944, “taking care of Luciana 

Matteoli whose boyfriend was a member of a resistance brigade.”176 By April, when the SGI first 

declared its connections with Tuscany, the company’s vehicles had already been used repeatedly 

for clandestine operations: on March 6, 1944, Tulli brought “automatic rifles, ammunition, and 

hand bombs… to viale Carso 34” in Rome, using a “small FIAT 61480 truck from Rome”177 

documented in the SGI’s list of vehicles allocated to the provisioning operation.178   

The use of SGI vehicles in these early resistance operations was not the only evidence of 

the SGI’s collaboration with the Tuscan Partigiani. Despite Tulli’s claims that these resistance 

operations were conducted “beyond the orders imparted by the directorship” of the SGI, the 

Tuscan Partisan networks seem to have helped finance the provisioning.179 The myth of SGI and 

Vatican munificence, “the humanitarian feeling and the foresight of the Roman company… that 

supplied considerable assets amounting to tens of thousands [of lira],”180 folds in light of Tulli’s 

records, in which “considerable money,” sometimes “a few tens of thousands [of lira] at a time,” 

and in other cases as much as “700,000.00 lira,” were paid to the SGI, while Partisans were 

handed over to be smuggled into Rome.181  
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Still, the mercenary operation conducted by Tulli and his fellow technocrats remained 

highly covert, retaining only close connections between the upper leadership of the SGI and the 

Partisan cell itself, while “the lower-level personnel of the provisioning operation was always 

ignorant of or chose to ignore this clandestine operation.”182 The acquisition of food for the 

provisioning was placed “under the direction… of prince Marcantonio Pacelli,”183 second son to 

a family endowed with the aristocratic title by the Vatican after the Lateran Pacts, and nephew to 

Pope Pius XII (1939-58).184 The family, then, invested large sums of money in Forte dei Marmi, 

a beach locality in Tuscany, crowning their expenditures with the construction of a lavish villa in 

1930.185 The leader of the Partisan resistance cell, “some Duke from Montenegro,” despite his 

relative anonymity in Tulli’s documents, appears to be a member of a noble family from the 

small Balkan Principality with sufficient economic funds to supply the SGI with money. In 

absence of any documentation of Montenegro noble families residing in Italy at the time, these 

indications of provenance and affluence suggest a likely connection to the Italian queen’s family. 

Elena of Savoia, in fact, was the sixth daughter of King Nicolas I of Montenegro, who had been 

selected to marry a young, unattractive, and rather short Victor Emmanuel III in 1896.186 This 

anonymous, fleeting mention of such a foreign patron of Italian Resistance, then, may signal 

active participation of the Italian royal family with Partisan movements. In line with the 

condemnation of Fascism in the summer of 1943, the Savoia house seemed to have used the 

queen’s Balkan connections to conceal aid to illicit anti-Fascist networks. Tulli’s own choice to 
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omit nearly any details about the Duke’s identity in his records further suggests a need to mystify 

his high profile. Tulli’s vague account of the Duke’s identity is especially odd, in fact, since Tulli 

spared no words in providing six full names, aliases, and brief physical descriptions of other 

members of the Partisan network in his summary.187 While there is little definitive proof to 

confirm close ties between the anonymous Duke and Pacelli, in a January diary entry Tulli 

fleetingly mentioned that “those petty little nobles [were] in constant communication,” 

suggesting the likely existence of long-standing Partisan sympathies among these noble — if not 

royal — families.188  

The most compelling evidence of upper-level SGI knowledge of these resistant endeavors 

was the sharp change in provisioning activity in March and April of 1944. Indeed, the company 

had made more public their connections with the Tuscan cell in the spring of 1944, accounting 

for the sudden decision to source provisions in Florence in the SGI pamphlet.189 March 1944, in 

fact, denoted a radical moment of transformation both in Partisan operations in and near Rome, 

as well as in reactionary Nazi violence in the Italian capital. In mid-afternoon on March 23, 

1944, a Roman resistance group, the Gruppo di Azione Patriottica (Group for Patriotic Action, 

or GAP), launched an attack against the 11th company of the third Battalion of the “Bozen” 

German police force, detonating two bombs on Via Rasella, close to the Royal Palace, that killed 

33 German soldiers.190 Historian Gabriele Ranzato’s La liberazione di Roma highlights the 

ambiguity surrounding both the planning and the execution of the attack, as three conflicting 
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narratives written by “gappisti” involved — Franco Calamandrei, Rosario Bentivegna, and Carla 

Capponi — offered unclear details about the practical contours of the attack.191  

To the confusion regarding the source of the explosives and the conditions of the attack, 

Tulli’s documents add the possibility of SGI involvement. Indeed, the SGI’s pamphlet about 

provisioning cites the presence of “warehouses” on Via Rasella and its adjacent Via delle 

Quattro Fontane, the only two locations listed in the pamphlet not used for food distribution.192 

The ambiguous purpose of these spaces, then, becomes particularly salient in light of Alessandra 

Tulli’s memories of her father. She recounts his stories about 1944, mentioning that he found 

himself on Via Rasella on the day of the attack. He claimed to have parked at the top of Via 

Rasella and entered a nearby café to fill a water tank to cool his car’s engine just as the attack 

unfolded.193 The unlikely, highly coincidental tale points to possible contact — if not collusion 

— between Tulli, representing the SGI, and the GAP members. Just as he had “directed the 

[SGI’s] armored caravans en route to Tuscany,” Tulli appeared on the frontlines of Roman 

resistance.194 

Via Rasella is most renowned not for its direct effect, but for its long-term consequences. 

Ranzato commemorates the “harsh retaliation that followed the attack on Via Rasella:” 335 

innocent men, more than ten for each German victim, were taken to caves south of the city, the 

fosse Ardeatine, and there murdered on March 24, 1944, to punish the Roman population for the 

attack.195 The murders branded Italian popular memory about German occupation: “at the end of 

the horrific rite of death, … mines were set off at the entrance of the caves [where the bodies had 
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been buried] in order to render inaccessible … that depository of corpses … that was renamed 

the fosse Ardeatine after the liberation of the city.”196 The horror of these events caused a marked 

uptick in violence from both the Partigiani and the Nazis: Giorgio Amendola, a GAP leader who 

subsequently claimed responsibility for coordinating the Via Rasella attack, recounted how “the 

actions in Via Rasella were hugely important … helping the Germans understand the risks they 

would incur in pitching a battle in a distant city in which resistant forces had demonstrated such 

audacity and conspiratorial acumen. But this conviction did not diminish the pain and the 

emotion caused by the price paid, the blood spilled from those slaughtered in the fosse 

Ardeatine.”197 The memory of the Fosse Ardeatine thus deeply marred Italian consciousness, 

providing greater stimuli to Partisan activity. Enzo Forcella recounts how resistants, particularly 

outside of the relatively delicate contexts of urban centers like Rome, came to “accept the logic 

of total war: there was to be no distinction made between Germans and Fascists, both had to be 

attacked with all means available, wherever it was possible, without being intimidated by the 

threat of retaliation.”198  

The SGI and Tulli participated in this collective impetus towards greater activity. 

Throughout April, not only did the SGI officially begin to gather provisions in Florence, but its 

capillary network of meal delivery systems and Partisan hotbeds more than doubled. Meals 

distributed in the month of April went from 7,807 per day to 17,390.199 Then, by late May, the 

network had grown even more, supplying 45,451 meals per day.200 At the same time, the SGI’s 

clandestine activity, including the transportation of weapons and Partisans, grew feverishly: Tulli 
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documented only one trip to Tuscany in the entire month of April, but seven in May.201 By May 

1944, so tense were relations between the SGI and the Nazi command of the city that the 

Germans became aware of the company’s resistance efforts. On May 16, 1944, Tulli recalled one 

chain of provisioning vehicles being “machine gunned at Monterosi,” and the following day “a 

search by the German SS forces in the food distribution center in Via Cheren 16, and one by the 

RSI forces in a vehicle repair shop of which they had grown very suspicious.”202 This direct 

confrontation between the SGI and the occupying force marked a strong change in German 

attitudes: before the events of Via Rasella, and the uptick in SGI activity, the SGI had maintained 

stable relations with the German command. Tulli recounted having to intercede in defense of the 

Vatican in January 1944 when “the Germans had requisitioned the construction site at Tre 

Fontane, which belong[ed] to the Holy See.”203 Aldo Samaritani, director of the SGI’s 

construction projects at the time, had asked Tulli “to intervene with the utmost care, so [Tulli] 

went to the E42 German central command.”204  

But now, by late Spring, the days of coexistence between the Roman administration and 

the Nazi regime were gone: Via Rasella had ushered in an era of total war. The SGI’s story, then, 

provided a case study of the profound shockwaves created by the March 1944 event. 

Spearheaded by the opportunistic colonial technocratic cadre, ready to shake off the memory of 

Fascism in pursuit of a channel into a new, postwar Italy, the SGI would also become a tool of 

Vatican memory purification in the post-Fascist years.  
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Chapter III:  

After Fascism 

 With the fall of Fascism on July 25, 1943, and the escape of the party’s high officials to 

found the Repubblica di Salò in September of the same year, Italy lay ravaged by destruction, 

civil war, and economic recession. While the arduous years of reconstruction still lay ahead, the 

immediate post-Fascist period provided an arena of self-fashioning for Tulli and his former 

colonial technocratic colleagues. Bolstered by his colonial past and recent Partisan exploits, Tulli 

entered the early years of post-Fascist reckoning with the pedigree and connections to seize 

influence in the burgeoning Italian Christian Democratic government. Tulli’s documents 

evidence a use of his Partisan collaborations with the SGI as a tool to salvage not just his own 

career, but also the ambiguous memory of Vatican wartime neutrality. Tulli would then use his 

purge trial and his mutually beneficial relationship with the Vatican as a podium to purify the 

moral connotations of his colonial exploits. By the time of Italy’s first republican parliamentary 

elections in 1948, then, Tulli and most of his colonial colleagues would gain footholds into the 

new Italian government not in spite of but thanks to their time in the AOI. Italian colonial 

aspirations persisted long after the war, and non-ideological Fascists like Tulli and his cadre 

became emblems of the moral flexibility that defined Italian memory politics. From the summer 

of 1943 until the end of the war, then, everyone — from housewives, to Vatican officials, to 

Tulli himself — braced themselves for an imminent new era of Italian history, and worked to 

morally align themselves with the fledgling government.  

In the wake of the fall of the Fascist regime, Italy remained torn by the vestiges of 

conflicting wartime allegiances. The fall of the Fascist party did not come with a sudden 

suspension of combat, but as a gradual fraying of administrative direction. While Tulli remained 
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in Rome to work on provisioning, Allied forces continued their slow progress up the peninsula, 

undertaking on January 22, 1944 the landing at Anzio — just a few kilometers from Tulli’s 

native Sezze — that would ultimately allow for the liberation of Rome on June 5 of that year.205 

At the same time, a new, provisional government placed initially in the hands of General Pietro 

Badoglio, a former high-ranking colonial officer who had been Graziani’s predecessor in the role 

of Viceroy of Ethiopia, declared neutrality towards both the Allies and the Axis.206  

Beyond the political ambiguities plaguing Italy’s moral climate, and the restricted 

administrative capabilities of the provisional government, the country also faced civil war. Mack 

Smith described that “what had effectively become a civil war [had been caused] in part [by] the 

Allied strategy of keeping German forces in the peninsula to diminish their ability to resist 

invasion in France.”207 From late 1943 to the summer of 1945, Italy thus saw an outbreak of 

unprecedented violence and destruction due to conflict between German soldiers aligned with 

Fascist sympathizers and Partisans with Allied support. In the areas surrounding Rome and in the 

capital, the fall of Fascism, greeted with exuberance and nearly universal jubilation, brought 

more than a year of death and destruction unlike any the metropole had previously seen.208 The 

conflict following July 1943 between resistance operations and Fascist-sympathizing squadristi 

would mar Italian memory for generations to come. The events first came to be dubbed a “civil 

war” by postwar politicians like Communist leader Palmiro Togliatti,209 were then memorialized 

by 1970s cultural productions like Elsa Morante’s La Storia and the Taviani brothers’ film 
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oeuvre, and finally entered scholarly discourse after the publication of Claudio Pavone’s Una 

guerra civile in 1991.210  

Tulli’s papers point to a marked decline in Italy’s administrative capacity after the arrival 

of the Allies in Anzio. For the first time since the beginning of the war, Tulli, Maria Luisa, and 

their cousins in the Agro Pontino described severe poverty, famine, and violence. Tulli’s brother, 

Felice, had remained entirely uninvolved with the Fascist administration throughout the war, 

instead pursuing early industrial entrepreneurship in the Littoria province. Tulli’s cousin, Maria 

Roccasecca — a sickly woman plagued with crippling rheumatoid arthritis211 —  had also 

remained in his native town of Sezze Romano, and sent food to the Tulli family during the Nazi 

occupation of Rome while meticulously documenting fluctuations in food availability and prices. 

On April 14, 1944, just as Tulli began operations in Tuscany and the Allies solidified control in 

the areas around Rome, she described the “bombardment of the Casilina,” a road that connected 

Rome and Montecassino and which saw numerous skirmishes as part of the battle of 

Montecassino, after which she and her children “had to be dug out of the rubble.”212 Roccasecca 

and her family thus bore witness to an active front taking shape between Rome and Naples that 

killed thousands in such clamorous and tactically crucial standoffs as the battles of Cisterna, 

Aprilia, and Montecassino.213  

While much of Littoria remained a war zone, Roccasecca turned her attention to 

providing food for her cousin’s family in Rome. On May 29, 1944, just one week before the 

Allies entered Rome, she penned a letter to Maria Luisa describing an unimaginable wonder: the 
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sudden availability of meat on the contraband market. She wrote, “Today, I am sending you 

some meat — I hope you enjoy it!”214 While no such delicacy was available in Rome, even in 

Sezze “it was the first time [they had] seen any in a long, long time,” and the prices for basic 

sustenance remained extremely volatile.215 Roccasecca was able to obtain meat on the day she 

wrote to Tulli “for 250 lira per kilo, while a few days prior [the price had been] 850 lira per 

kilo.”216 Butter also fluctuated in price, as on May 15 half a kilo cost 350 lira, one week later the 

same quantity cost 200 lira more, only to come back down on May 25 to 250 lira per kilo.217 

Maria Luisa’s correspondence, then, indicates the utter absence of food in the capital: her 

cousin’s letters were weekly, and each note included a “bill marking how much [she had] spent 

every day.”218 

In the face of severe poverty, lack of food, and violence in the immediate post-Fascist 

period, women constituted the fundamental links in the chains of Roman subsistence, and 

understood their efforts as part of a turn towards a new-post Fascist Italy. Maria Luisa and 

Roccasecca consistently invested in the black markets of Littoria, feeding their families nearly 

exclusively with contraband food while Raimondo Tulli worked in the SGI’s provisioning and 

Partisan efforts to “stifle and compete with the clandestine market.”219 Roccasecca demanded 

that Maria Luisa “let [her] know if [she] needed anything, since Mondì did not seem to know that 

four children needed to be fed not just with warnings and shouts, but with ricotta,” which she 

planned on sending to Rome on May 31.220 The women’s exchanges about the lack of food in the 
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capital and the prevalence of the contraband market, then, offer insight to the understanding of 

feminine roles in Italy’s resistance. Roccasecca sent Maria Luisa weekly parcels of butter, 

excusing the absence of olive oil “because oil was virtually unfindable.”221 She described and 

documented, instead, the greater availability of animal products — especially dairy — on the 

black market. “Butter and cheese are almost always available, since the farmer-women work to 

sell whatever they can produce themselves.”222 By Roccasecca’s account, not only were women 

the primary merchants on the black market, but the local agrarian economy had shifted to small, 

single-household operations usually driven by female production. While little scholarly research 

exists on the change of agricultural practices around Rome in the immediate post-Fascist period, 

Maria’s accounts highlight the shifting contours of Italy’s agrarian sector, and the importance of 

women throughout the chain of production and sale of food items in and near Rome. 

Maria Luisa’s activity, instead, sheds light on how women’s roles in food production and 

distribution refracted the shifting political mores of the mid-1940s. Historiographical approaches 

to the work of women in anti-Fascist movements, as described by historian Isabelle Richet, often 

rely on “autobiographical approaches written in an emotional and sacrificial vein.”223 Even 

recent investigations still focus primarily on women who participated as active belligerents in the 

resistance, inquiring about “their motivations for joining the struggle, the particular forms they 

gave to their opposition to the regime and the link – or the lack of link – they established 

between the struggle to free the country from the dictatorship and the struggle for women’s 

emancipation.”224 Anna Rossi-Doria’s historiographical review article “Gli studi di storia politica 

 
221 Ibid. 
222 Ibid. 
223 Isabelle Richet, “Women and Antifascism,” in Rethinking Antifascism: History, Memory and Politics, 1922 to 

the Present, by Hugo García, et al. (Berghahn Books, 2016), 153, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvpj7j84.12.   
224 Ibid. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvpj7j84.12


 

53 

delle donne sull'Italia repubblicana” similarly emphasizes the focus in subsequent research on 

fighting members of the resistance. Rossi-Doria suggests that the feminist movement of the 

1970s in Italy “made of Partisan women a symbol [resulting in] a process of recognition of 

women’s histories,” but also in the politicization of female resistance, which sought to uncover 

“what contribution the resistance had given to female [and feminist] liberation.”225 While this 

dominant, restrictive understanding of female resistance as only active, politically-conscious 

participation in Partisan cells stems from a desire to free women from “a specific role … within 

ubiquitous patriarchal narratives,” it keeps women like Maria Luisa and her cousin-in-law, who 

provided for the basic needs of their families, outside of the gaze of contemporary scholarship.226 

Roccasecca and Maria Luisa understood their efforts within the home as an essential part 

of the process of Italian renewal and resistance, making the silence surrounding their experiences 

particularly harmful. Maria Luisa wrote, as she commented on a parcel of salt that she had not 

yet received, that women “were the ones running the show: the children [were theirs, they] 

prepared the food, and [they] built the future breadcrumb by breadcrumb, helping [their] 

husbands and the country.”227 Despite her obvious, if newfound, sympathies for the dawning of a 

new Italian society, the tone of Maria Luisa’s appeal to the future remained moored in the 

conventions of Fascist femininity. She bound her maternal and wifely duties to her acts of 

resistance, tuning the anxieties over fecundity she had expressed in the colonies to the political 

moment of early Italian post-Fascism. In a letter from the summer of 1945, complaining about 

the arduous task of feeding four children in 1944, she wrote, “to think that I agonized so much 
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over not being able to bear children, and now I have Beba, Alessandra, Antonello, and 

Francesco!”228 Her unique mode of sympathizing with efforts for Italian liberation, combined 

with her persistent Fascist understanding of womanhood, echoed the hybrid nature of Italian 

political morality in the immediate postwar. Devoted to regime change but still deeply enmeshed 

in the practices, ideologies, and institutions of Fascism, Maria Luisa’s manifestation of Partisan 

sympathy expressed through mundane acts sidelined her — and many women like her —  from 

the heroic narratives of Italian female resistance. The treatment of female behavior in the 

immediate post-Fascist era, then, which selectively engages only stories of radical, heroic 

amazons, silences an entire arena of political ambiguity by overlooking the ideological tensions 

of everyday domestic activities. 

Just as Maria Luisa adapted her Fascist morality to suit the changing Italian political 

climate, the Vatican initiated a campaign to reclaim the narrative of resistance as early as January 

1944. A transcript of an SGI meeting on December 3, 1943, in fact, exposed a change in both the 

intentions and stated motivations of the provisioning effort detailed in the subsequent, publicly 

circulated 1944 SGI pamphlet. Tulli saved only the final portion of this earlier documentation of 

a meeting between himself, SGI President Bernardino Nogara, administrative secretary Eugenio 

Gualdi, and an anonymous delegate representing Prince Antonio Pacelli, cousin of Pope Pius XII 

and co-director of the SGI. This transcript preserved the first draft of the official agenda for the 

provisioning efforts. Much of the 1943 text, including plans for the administrative separation 

between the organization of transportation efforts and food acquisition from farmers,229 appeared 

in nearly identical form in the final summary of the SGI’s work printed in 1944 by the Vatican 
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presses.230 Still, a few crucial differences from the 1944 text underscore the near total absence of 

Vatican collaboration in the SGI’s early organizational efforts. Pacelli, the only member of the 

SGI mentioned with close ties to the Vatican, seemed to offer no justification for not being 

present, while Gaspare Colosimo, another high-ranking SGI administrator, “was in Naples, and 

sen[t] his sincerest apologies for his inability to attend.”231 The anonymity of Pacelli’s proxy, 

along with the lack of regard for the Prince’s whereabouts, seems to point to his and the 

Vatican’s ignorance of or disinterest in the event. In the 1944 SGI document, instead, the prince 

garnered praise for his “inexhaustible work” on the provisioning efforts, and was Gualdi’s co-

signatory to the pamphlet’s dedication.232  

The original transcript excerpt also appealed exclusively to civilian support in 

provisioning efforts. In the December 1943 document, the SGI claimed to have “cooperate[d] for 

over seventy years with the citizens of Rome,” and praised the current feeding efforts undertaken 

by the “public administration” of the city.233 The document called upon the “sense of civic duty” 

of its upper-level administrators, and even thanked Gualdi — who had never before collaborated 

with the Vatican — as the architect of the SGI’s “work in the realm of provisioning.”234 The 

provisioning's financing also seemed completely independent from Vatican aid. While never 

exposing the likely use of Partisan funds indicated in Tulli’s private documents, the transcript 

still only credited “soliciting in [the farmers] feelings of human solidarity and knowledge of the 

particular circumstances that inspired the actions of the SGI,” along with possible requests for 
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aid from “relevant Roman authorities” in financing the endeavor.235 Even the vehicles used by 

the SGI were not to be obtained through Vatican aid or funds: the cars and necessary auto repair 

shops were to be “made available by the governor of Rome.”236 The final clause of the document 

also requested aid not from the papacy, but from “any company or individual interested” in 

supporting the provisioning efforts.237 Despite the SGI’s financial ties to the papacy, little was 

expected from the Vatican. Indeed, in December 1943, attempts to provision Rome explicitly 

stemmed from civilian good will and Tulli’s network of colonial associates. 

In contrast to the transcript, then, the later SGI pamphlet was not merely a summary of 

how the provisioning unfolded, but also a publicity effort made by the Vatican to claim the 

narrative of Roman provisioning and resistance. The dedication of the pamphlet described the 

“high intervention of the Holy See” as the only source that allowed the SGI to “keep open its 

construction sites, saving them from any risk of dispersion and maintaining the efficiency of the 

company’s technical organization.”238 The SGI now claimed not merely to address a practical 

crisis, but to solve “a grave economic and spiritual crisis, [in which] the only window of 

salvation, and the only comfort, was and had to be work” made possible by the Vatican.239 

Subsequent accounts of the practical contours of the operation similarly highlighted Vatican 

contributions more than civilian and military efforts. While listing the vehicles used in the 

provisioning, the pamphlet went into minute detail to describe the five armored cars donated by 

the Vatican, while glossing over the twenty-six acquired from the military through Tulli.240  
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The last two pages of the pamphlet boasted an appendix of model food stamps used at the 

SGI food distribution centers: the first was to be used at Santa Maria Maggiore, and boldly bore 

the words “distribution of soups under the direction of the Holy See” printed over a yellow 

depiction of a Christ in Majesty.241 Information in the pamphlet, however, reveals that the Santa 

Maria Maggiore distribution center only served 1,200 meals throughout the entirety of its 

existence, less than a third of what centers as small as the parish of Santa Maria Immacolata 

served in just a week.242 These iconographically bold food stamps, then, would have been 

extremely rare as compared to the universally admissible ones displayed on the following 

page.243 The other, more often used food stamp printed on the reverse leaf of the last page was 

far less ecclesiastic: its blue paper bore an image of the cupola of St. Peter’s covered by an image 

of Rome’s civilian icon, the lupa.244 The pages just before these model food stamps contain an 

almost explicit nod to the Vatican’s self-aggrandizing manipulation of the SGI’s provisioning 

efforts. The pamphlet stated that “copies of the summary of the meeting of December 1943” — 

the transcript preserved in Tulli’s archive — “ha[d] been omitted.”245 

The SGI, and the colonial cadre that organized its provisioning efforts, thus offered the 

Vatican a clear path to self-aggrandizement. Seizing upon the Partisan contacts nurtured by Tulli 

and his colleagues, the papacy professed knowing involvement with the Partisan Tuscan 

networks. Tulli received the Vatican-printed 1944 pamphlet as a gift later that year from the 

Vatican deputy and future Pope Paul VI, Giovanni Battista Montini, who sent with the document 
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a note to Tulli.246 The letter defined the pamphlet as a “gracious gift” to express “the full 

approval of the pope himself” of the “provisioning and resistance operations of the SGI.”247 

After briefly recognizing “how much the SGI had done in such dire circumstances,” Montini 

thanked Tulli for assisting in the Holy See’s “vast charitable undertaking, … unmatched 

administrative apparatus, [and its] cultivation of Christian solidarity that… create[d] instruments 

of salvation in dangerous times of crisis and document[ed] the constant importance of the 

evangelical message.”248 As a final sign of appreciation, Montini offered “a comforting apostolic 

benediction” to Tulli and his colleagues.249 Tulli, then, understood that this note signaled more 

than mere thanks. In pencil, he wrote in the margins, “it is funny how Savini-Nicci and I did all 

of the work of this apostolic mission…”250 With this letter, the Vatican attached its hopes of 

memory rehabilitation to Tulli and his colonial colleagues, claiming the merits of the SGI’s 

secular provisioning project. 

Issues of Vatican complicity and neutrality during the Second World War remain hotly 

debated. Pope Pius XII and the Holy See had subscribed to a doctrine of neutrality towards the 

war, only occasionally interceding to condemn especially brutal actions undertaken by the Nazis, 

particularly on Europe’s eastern front.251 Still, popular opinion revered the pope, and American, 

Israeli, and European politicians, as well as religious figures from multiple denominations 

praised Pius after the war as “the pope of peace.”252 Vatican neutrality during the war was not 
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seen as “fencesitting, but [seemed to have] freed the pope for acts of benevolence and relief such 

as the Vatican information service for the families of prisoners of war and displaced persons, 

[and not to have] inhibit[ed] the pope’s anti-Nazi stance.”253 The year 1963, however, brought an 

onslaught of criticism of the Vatican’s neutrality. As new autobiographies regarding the horrors 

suffered in Nazi concentration camps surfaced, and the high-profile trial of Nazi war criminal 

Adolf Eichmann in Israel garnered mass attention, public opinion shifted. As Rolf Hochhuth's 

1963 watershed play The Deputy professed, “perhaps never before in history ha[d] so many 

human beings paid with their lives for the passivity of a single statesman.”254 In subsequent 

scholarship, then, the understanding of Vatican neutrality as a product of careful postwar 

political posing loomed large on defenses of Pope Pius XII’s behavior during the war. Post-

1960s historiography regarding Pius, then, involved a “torrent...of ...books vilifying the pope.”255 

“Eugenio Pacelli… was not as much a friend to the Jews as Pope John Paul II has been...nor 

[was] he ultimately a successful defender of the Jews…: the Catholic Church missed 

opportunities to influence events [and] failed to credit fully the Nazi’s intentions.”256  

The Vatican’s seeming relationship with resistance networks is today generally accepted 

as a product of political self-fashioning. In the years following the war, the Vatican bound its fate 

to politics, with figures like Montini himself “never question[ing] the propriety of mixing 

religion and politics.”257 The burgeoning Christian Democratic party of Italy explicitly “founded 

its power in large part on the religious fate of the Italian people and on their alliance with the 

Catholic church, which had extended its power after the Concordat [and claimed] significant 
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fighting experience during Partisan battles.”258 The case of the SGI, then, is one of many 

instances of refashioned Vatican neutrality. The pamphlet simply explained away the absence of 

any traces of Vatican assistance for the SGI’s efforts with a professed need for secrecy during the 

war: “the interest of the Holy See was demonstrated through the pope’s secret Special 

Administration.”259 Under the skillful manipulation of Montini, the Holy See wrote itself into the 

story of Tulli’s colonial cadre of newfound resistants, despite its limited material participation in 

the group’s rehabilitating endeavors.  

Tulli’s penciled reaction to Montini’s benediction displayed initial distaste for the 

Vatican’s appropriation of the SGI’s work. Still, this initial incursion would cement a mutually 

beneficial relationship between Tulli’s circle and the papacy, and lay the foundations for the 

colonial cadre’s successful escape from purge trial scrutiny. Tulli received a summons for his 

purge trial in December 1944, in the format of a brief note from the office of the purge 

commission asking that he “come to [the] office at 9 in the morning on December 9… to be 

personally heard in his trial.”260 Tulli’s summons came in a period of marked intensification in 

Italian purge proceedings after the liberation of Rome in June 1944. Historian Hans Woller 

discusses how public animosity towards former Fascists reached a fever pitch from June to 

December 1944: “the boundless joy that followed [Mussolini’s fall] degenerated into acts of 

brutal violence towards anything that evoked memories of the regime.”261 The fosse Ardeatine, 

in fact, had turned into a “symbol of the entire nation's suffering under Fascism [and a] locus of 

mourning for the entire city: in the months following the liberation of Rome in June 1944, an 
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estimated 7,000 people visited the fosse Ardeatine every Sunday.”262 This collective grief, which 

had coalesced around the massacre, also engendered rage. Woller highlights how “in 1944 in and 

around Rome three wars were fought: the Second World War, a civil war between Fascists and 

anti-Fascists, and … a settling of scores with refractory Fascism.”263 The trials in September 

1944 of Pietro Caruso, head of the capitol police, and his assistant Roberto Occhetto became 

emblematic of this violent phase of early post-Fascist reckoning. A crowd broke into the tribunal 

to witness the event, and, while the trial “could not end with anything but…a death sentence for 

both,” the crowd also claimed the life of witness Donato Carretta, former head of the Regina 

Coeli political prison, by throwing him into the Tiber.264  

Between June 1944 and January 1945, then, though even “the wartime resistance in Italy 

harbored quite a few ex-Fascists,” and even potential supporters of the Communist Party “were 

compromised with Fascism,” Romans desperately looked to expunge any memory of the old 

regime.265 Adding to this animosity was the fundamental ambiguity of the process of 

defascistization. Marina Giannetto cites how the very concept of a “‘crime with Fascist motives’ 

… w[as] difficult to identify in individuals’ behavior, and thus even more difficult to legally 

condemn.”266 Moreover, the preservation of administrative continuity had remained a basic goal 

of Italy’s first post-Fascist provisional government. Badoglio, a former Fascist military general, 

leader of the conquest of Ethiopia, and Duke of Addis Ababa, served as Prime Minister after the 
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fall of Fascism and in the early period of Nazi occupation in Italy.267 His government undertook 

Italy’s first purge campaigns but imbued the process with “strong ambiguity: though on the one 

hand there was no desire to hire dangerous Fascists, on the other, the need to actually run the city 

demanded a bureaucratic continuity with Fascism, by which regime notables came to constitute 

the new administration.”268 

Ambiguous definitions of criminal Fascist collaboration, the need for administrators, and 

the simultaneous fervent popular sentiment of anti-Fascism gripping Italy lay a narrow path to 

postwar pardoning, but one that colonial technocrats like Tulli could nimbly pursue. As was 

typical for individuals who had worked in Fascist ministries, Tulli appeared before a specialized 

disciplinary council formed to try only members of Minculpop, and he knew just how to 

effectively defend his case.269 Rather than denying involvement with the Fascist Party, Tulli 

embraced his colonial career within the military and adopted the role of colonial war hero while 

downplaying his involvement with the domestic, civilian administration. He also invoked a 

privileged relationship with the Vatican to solidify his moral claims. The primary document of 

his self-defense was a three-page summary of his career from 1939 to 1944. The final page of the 

document described his work with the SGI, during “the Nazifascist period.”270 Before even 

mentioning his Partisan work and allegiances, Tulli cited his connections to the pope. He 

described concocting the provisioning plan with Savini-Nicci and joining forces with the SGI to 

alleviate “the miserable conditions of the Roman population, especially in the food sector.”271 

The practical contours of the operation, however, remained vague: “How? The story of [the] 
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provisioning belongs to the narrative of the tragic months of German occupation, and it would 

take far too long to describe.”272 Rather than exposing any details, Tulli ambiguously credited the 

aid of the “supreme pontiff, who knew of this operation and of the daily sacrifice of life and limb 

that it implied,” for making the SGI’s operations possible.273  

At his own purge trial, Tulli thus participated in the rewriting of Vatican history. He went 

on to describe that “not only did the SGI caravans transport food, but, unbeknownst to the 

administrators but with the pontiff’s knowledge, they also supplied the clandestine front.”274 On 

public record, Tulli inserted the Vatican into the narrative of Italian resistance, strengthening 

Montini’s and Pope Pius XII’s claims of anti-Fascism while also transforming himself into an 

evangelical hero, for whom “any minimal negligence or defection would have brought about 

incalculable consequences, the responsibility for which would have fallen exclusively onto 

[Tulli].”275 Unsurprisingly, the first piece of evidence for self-defense that Tulli presented was 

Montini’s benediction, “which [he] provided a copy of.”276  

 Bolstered by Vatican backing, then, Tulli worked to salvage the memory of Italian 

colonialism, embracing rather than excusing his image of Fascist colonial heroism. Tulli detailed 

how on “August 31, 1935, [he] was called to the Ethiopian campaign for [his] qualifications as 

an ‘automobile expert.’”277 Though downplaying his involvement in the policing campaigns 

against Ras Destà, Tulli proudly described his collaboration in the construction of the autoparco: 

“I was called to direct the civilian car park of the governor general of Addis Ababa, a structure 
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that existed only on paper which I modestly created, strengthened, and directed for 14 

months.”278 Still, little evidence existed of Tulli’s technocratic and quasi-covert role in Ethiopia. 

Rather than attaching any documentation to verify his time in Ethiopia, Tulli simply named his 

technocratic collaborators, “S.E. Arnaldo Petretti, then vice governor general and Dr. Angelo 

Savini-Nicci, his secretary general and current member of the cabinet of [Ivanoe] Bonomi,” 

future Prime Minister and current president of the Committee of National Liberation.279 Just as 

he had done to facilitate his transfer to Minculpop, Tulli signaled his membership in the 

technocratic colonial cadre as a testament to his qualification to escape purge judgment. 

Tulli still needed to address the relatively high-profile status he had achieved after his 

injury in Libya, as well as his time in Minculpop. Rather than attempting to masquerade either 

accomplishment, Tulli embraced his role in Italy’s colonial campaigns as a show of allegiance 

not to the Fascist state, but to the Italian military. He then constructed a false dialectic between 

the military and the wartime civilian administration, casting aspersions over his time in 

Minculpop. Before describing the Libyan campaign, Tulli pointed out that “in July 1940 [he] 

was… struck off by the Italian militia for having refused to join it, but having preferred to 

participate in the war with the army.”280 Then, “on January 10, [1941], [he] departed for the front 

again and once again joined in the war effort at the command of an armored vehicle battalion.”281 

Once there, he claimed that “there [we]re many ways to participate in a war: as a canteen 

manager at an unimportant center of command, or as a frontline combatant in an armored 

vehicle, and it would be futile to look for a Fascist hierarch in the latter position.”282 In Tulli’s 
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defense, then, military participation — especially in the colonies — did not imply Fascist 

sympathy. Instead, his time on the Libyan front signaled valor and courage divorced from the 

“vile hypocrisy” of the Fascist ideology he unflinchingly condemned during his trial.283 

Tulli thus leaned on his colonial, military past “not for exhibitionist purposes, nor to 

invoke the merits of anti-Fascism, but to demonstrate that all of [his] actions had been 

undertaken in service of the Fatherland.”284 He proudly boasted of his “two acknowledgments of 

military valor”285 and submitted the nomination letter for his silver medal for “valor on the field” 

signed by Ettore Bastico in 1942 as evidence for his patriotism.286 On the other hand, Tulli went 

to great lengths to distance himself from the metropolitan Fascist administration. Only once 

“incapable of continuing military service because of his mutilation” did he enter a “public 

contest [to join] the Ministry of Popular Culture.”287 Tulli utterly denied the strong favoritism 

and recommendations he had enjoyed at his return to the metropole, claiming that “if [he] had 

held sway or power in the Fascio [he] certainly would not have chosen the arduous path of a 

public contest.”288 Rather than admitting to his time in Minculpop being a crowning of his social 

and professional successes, Tulli framed it as an early theater for his resistance. He “did not pass 

on any occasion to inhibit, as much as [his] rank allowed, the influence that...party 

representatives intended to exert.”289  

So, rather than explicitly exposing his membership in the non-ideological cadre of 

colonial technocrats as a means of moral self-salvaging, Tulli invoked his belonging to the 

 
283 Ibid.  
284 Ibid. 
285 Ibid. 
286 Memorandum by Ettore Bastico, “Decreto di concessione ‘sul campo’ di ricompensa al valore militare,” 

November 16, 1942. 
287 Tulli, “Al presidente della commissione per l'epurazione.” 
288 Ibid. 
289 Ibid. 



 

66 

military to defend his reputation. His colonial enterprises, only affiliated with the military, 

remained morally laudable, manifesting devotion not to Fascism but to Italy. His embrace of 

colonialism in his purge trial reflected the ongoing implications of Fascist racial theory even 

after the fall of the regime. To Tulli, the colonies were and remained arenas of self-affirmation, 

the project of colonial oppression still a valid manifestation of devotion to the Patria rather than 

to the Duce.  

Tulli was acquitted of the charge of collaboration in less than a week. Relying on Vatican 

support, his colonial network, and his military participation, Tulli, a well-connected and publicly 

active Fascist, transformed into a credible resistant. So successful was his defense strategy that 

he became a much-desired witness in the purge trials of his former colleagues. Tulli preserved 

records of his successful work to exonerate General Gambara, under whom Tulli had served at 

the battle of Tobruk in February 1942.290 Unlike Tulli, however, Gambara had joined 

Mussolini’s Repubblica di Salò, and become Chief of Defense Staff of the RSI thanks to Rodolfo 

Graziani’s nomination.291 Even while serving in the north, Gambara demonstrated the lack of 

ideological fervor that typified Tulli’s cadre of colonial technocrats: the two former colleagues 

began to communicate about the General’s purge defense as early as December 1943, long 

before the collapse of the RSI and before any possibility of an imminent purge trial.292 Gambara 

never defected to the Italian resistance effort, however, and was added in 1947 to the Allied 

Central Registry of War Criminals and Security Suspects for war crimes committed in 

Yugoslavia.293 He was tried before the Council of Ministers due to his high rank,294 and the 
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proceedings lasted from 1945 to 1952, and only resulted in his absolution after “time spent from 

one concentration camp to the next, in the penitentiary of Procida,” and in hiding in Francisco 

Franco’s Spain.295 

Gambara had a far less defensible pedigree than Tulli. Still, Tulli’s use of combined 

Vatican and colonial affiliations during the general’s trial ultimately proved successful.296 Tulli’s 

documents regarding the trial reveal not just the ongoing strength of Fascist colonial bonds but 

the deep-rooted, favor-granting involvement of this group with the Vatican. The first letter Tulli 

sent to Gambara in 1943 was fairly cryptic, though shockingly prescient. Tulli described a set of 

“ideal points upon which [he] thought it important to dwell” in the event that Gambara should 

face a purge trial.297 The first point indicated the strong personal and professional connections 

that bound high-ranking military officials like Gambara to Tulli’s circle. Tulli wished to “leave 

to history an [unspecified] act [committed by Gambara] that saved Rome from circumstances as 

dire as those left by the men who fled on September 8, who abandoned the capital without a 

single grain of wheat.”298 Tulli suggested that, unlike the Badoglio government and King Victor 

Emmanuel III, who fled Rome on September 8 to seek Allied protection in southern Italy,299 

Gambara had “left Rome with a sane administration capable at least in part of addressing the 

city’s provisioning needs.”300 Tulli’s documents seem to imply that Gambara had participated in 

the creation of the SGI’s provisioning group, which Tulli significantly defined as an 
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“administration,” more than just an assistance operation.301 It is more likely, however, that 

Gambara’s presumed support for the effort was a mere fabrication: no evidence in any of Tulli’s 

documents indicated that the General had provided intelligence, vehicles, or resources to the 

SGI. Still, Tulli’s ability to manipulate the facts of the immediate post-Fascist situation, and his 

willingness to extend such a favor to an RSI adherent, traces the persistently opportunistic 

approach that he and the other colonial technocrats had retained since their time in Ethiopia. 

Tulli lacked ideological mooring and retained sway as a member of the cohort of technocrats that 

had recast Fascist colonial pedigrees into post-Fascist metropolitan patriotism and power. 

Next, in this 1943 document, Tulli looked to strengthen Gambara’s case with Vatican 

support. Tulli intended to “bind [Gambara’s] name to a civic and humanitarian operation,” the 

SGI provisioning, “to which Vatican documents will bear witness for centuries to come.”302 Tulli 

again exposed the co-dependent self-fashioning of the Vatican and the SGI cadre, both 

legitimizing the Vatican’s image with the SGI’s “civic and humanitarian operation” and re-

writing Vatican history to save his former colleague.303 Ultimately, then, Tulli felt no need to 

justify Gambara’s colonial activity. As in his own purge trial, Tulli associated Fascist 

colonialism with simple patriotism, saying that “those who, for a long time, had offered their 

lives to the Patria,” not the Fascio, “ha[d] the duty to think of their families in such a way as to 

save them from the hatred of others.”304 Tulli’s faith in the colonial project, then, seemed sincere: 

he, and the committees ruling on his and Gambara’s respective purge trials, would ultimately 

accept the Ethiopian and Libyan campaigns as theaters of true heroism. The truth-bending power 
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of membership in Tulli’s colonial technocratic circle, instead, was merely a means to secure 

some well-deserved self-preservation from harsh judgment. 

On October 4, 1946, Tulli testified to the “points upon which [he] thought it important to 

dwell.”305 One of General Gambara’s lawyers, Carlo Marrubini, begged Tulli “not to miss the 

trial, since [Tulli’s] deposition [was] of the utmost importance.”306 Other lawyers, Pier 

Francesco, Cristoforo, and Marcello Corsetti, reminded Tulli to offer “a clear declaration of all… 

that could put in relief the profound empathy demonstrated by the General on all possible 

occasions, and his desire to do everything possible to relieve the suffering of the Italian 

people.”307 While the testimony did not guarantee instant acquittal, it did cement the relationship 

first forged in the colonies around a new system of memory favor-granting. Maria Gambara, 

Gastone’s sister, wrote to thank Tulli a few days after the testimony, saying, “it is so wonderful 

to find, in such hours of trepidation, true and sincere friends!”308  

 Tulli and his colonial cadre thus emerged from the purge trials inextricably bound in a 

mutually supportive, justificatory alchemy of post-Fascist apologism. Through the SGI’s Partisan 

and provisioning efforts, Tulli’s former colleagues hitched their fates to the Vatican in a 

reciprocally affirmative relationship that would preserve the memory of Italian colonialism as an 

honorable, hero-making cause for decades to come. Now enjoying a privileged relationship with 

the Vatican, Tulli and many of his former colleagues resumed their technocratic posts in the 

upper echelons of the Christian Democratic administration: over the next ten years, Tulli became 

close friends with Alcide de Gasperi, the leading statesman of postwar Italy, was appointed to 
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oversee the administrative transition of three formerly Fascist news publications in northern 

Italy, and served as a personal secretary and close friend to Minister of Tourism Pietro 

Romani.309 The moral salvaging of Italy’s colonial past would bear vast repercussions for both 

Italy’s postwar colonial aspirations and for Tulli’s own family. The SGI provisioning efforts 

were thus a crucial event that bound Tulli’s colonial technocratic cadre to the Vatican, cementing 

a relationship that would deeply affect Italian politics into the 1970s.  
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Conclusion: 

Tulli in his Daughter’s Memories 

 Tulli’s unique position in the AOI, as a low-ranking but high-profile military technocrat, 

secured him and a slew of similar individuals a route to effectively seize upon Italy’s later 

transition from Fascism to democracy. His career in Ethiopia, built upon technocratic expertise 

rather than ideological fervor, equipped him with a close-knit cadre of collaborators who would 

collectively excuse and mystify each other’s Fascist pedigrees, invoking their wartime behavior 

and their connections to the Vatican as testament to their devotion to the Italian nation. Able to 

quench the fledgling post-Fascist state’s need for administratively capable government agents 

while also lacking the clear record of domestic repression and cruelty of metropolitan officials by 

the end of the war, Tulli and his circle experienced Fascism, colonialism, and the 1943-45 civil 

war in an entirely different register than the rest of the nation. To future members of Italy’s first 

democratic government who shared Tulli’s background, what had been horrors and trauma to the 

majority of the nation became fungible legacies and facts to rewrite personal and institutional 

futures. With the professional success of Tulli and his cadre, as well as the refashioning of the 

Vatican’s legacy and of the purposes and brutal methods of Italian colonialism, the efforts made 

towards defascistization proved both factually performative and psychologically hollow.    

 This thesis was subject to the unique and challenging privilege of presenting a heretofore 

unstudied collection of documents. The opportunity to present a new character in this fragmented 

time in Italian history, however, arrived encapsulated in a fraught emotional context, provided 

both by Tulli himself and by his children’s claims to his memory. Tulli divided his collection 

into folders with thematic titles. Through his organization of the papers and hand-written 

commentary, Tulli expressed what aspects of his legacy he found most important, and recast his 
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life in affective, somewhat irrational phases: erratic filings include a folder devoted to “dear 

friends,” a collection of hundreds of letters from 1950 to 1970; “children,” any document even 

remotely pertaining to the lives of his four children; and “irrelevant,” an insult he reserved for 

letters to and photographs with people he disliked. 

 Tulli’s youngest son and my grandmother Alessandra’s brother, Francesco, has kept the 

documents in his home since Tulli’s 1988 passing. While the collection remained virtually 

untouched since Tulli’s death, my inquiry into certain aspects of his life, especially as “the 

American” of the family, led to some editorialization. Soon after delivering the full collection of 

papers, Francesco asked to take back many documents regarding Tulli’s involvement in 

Minculpop as well as papers pertinent to Tulli’s anti-defamation suit in the 1960s against a 

journalist whom Tulli had beat up with an umbrella for being excessively pressing.  

Both Francesco and Alessandra have also treated my inquiry into their father’s life as an 

exercise in collective memory. As I frantically took photographs of documents, they sat on the 

patio of the now-remodeled house in Sabaudia built by their father, and cried and reminisced 

about their childhood. The emotion with which Francesco and Alessandra have approached the 

documents has, however, also had fascinating consequences: both siblings have gone to great 

lengths to preserve their mother’s memory after her untimely passing in 1956. While they treat 

their father’s documents with a healthy mixture of scorn, love, and nostalgia, anything pertaining 

to their mother is sacred. Her clothes, grocery lists, dramatic letters complaining about wartime 

misery, memoirs of colonial Addis Ababa, and even empty perfume bottles have been carefully 

saved. While the mother, whom Alessandra lost at 16 and Francesco at 7, is thus a fleshed-out 

character in the archives as well as in her children’s memories, I know virtually nothing about 

Tulli’s second wife, Marta, apart from what I have gleaned from dismissive family jokes.  
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Alessandra, Raimondo and Maria Luisa’s second child, is the only living individual that 

can speak to the couple’s experiences during, and their recollections of, the crucial late-Fascist 

and post-Fascist period. Born in 1940, Alessandra remembers her father differently than he 

appears in his documents. Her memories of the war are a product not so much of first-hand 

experience as they are syntheses of decades of ex-post-facto discussion. As such, her 

descriptions of the 1940s record an attempt to reconcile her simplified, childhood understandings 

of the late years of the war with the complex ideological and personal ambiguities experienced 

by her parents. The result of this intricate layering of first-hand experience and second-hand 

narratives emerges in an interview I conducted with her on April 9, 2021. Alessandra’s words, 

riddled with anecdotes about her beloved mother, her elusive Jewish grandmother, her impish 

siblings, and her larger-than-life father, expose the psychological immateriality of the transition 

from Fascism to post-Fascism in the mid-1940s. Rather than seeking continuity in a time of 

rupture, then, for Tulli, as filtered through Alessandra, the 1940s were a time to pursue the 

appearance of change in order to maintain professional continuity. 

Alessandra’s relationship with and recollection of her father is not altogether positive. 

She began the interview, in fact, with a description of a utopian “consciousness of early infancy 

in which [her] father did not exist.”310 She remembers the figure as a brutish intruder in an 

otherwise peaceful time, and describes with horror the return of this “horrible, fat, heavy, and 

grey person,” her father, from Libya: he was a usurper who “demanded to sleep in [her] mother’s 

bed, though [she had always] claimed that spot.” Though Alessandra neatly recounts her being 

won over by this monstrous figure in her childhood consciousness thanks to his “marvelous tenor 

voice, which he would exercise while shaving in the bathroom,” she never gained a relationship 

 
310 Alessandra Tulli, interview by the author, April 9, 2021. All subsequent quotes are from the same source, unless 

otherwise indicated. 
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of true mutual admiration with her father. While some of her negative recollections of him are 

highly subjective, and seem to be produced by her anger at his speedy re-marriage only a few 

years after the unexpected death of Maria Luisa, other impressions speak to the calculating and 

opportunistic characteristics evidenced also by his professional trajectory. 

Alessandra speaks of Raimondo’s family as one of classless upstarts. “They were the 

typical nouveau-riche types, having made their money through entrepreneurship and always 

thinking about how to send forth some sort of economically robust but culturally poor legacy.” 

Her distaste for the Tulli family extended to her father: she sighed disapprovingly, admitting that 

“he certainly had a lot of their qualities, perhaps only because they were his family and he 

wanted to please them, but perhaps also because he was himself motivated by appearances.” She 

dissociates from her father’s family, then, describing a perceived fundamental incongruence 

between his and her motivations. Most consistent with his political persona, however, is 

Alessandra’s description of his relationship with her sister, Elisabetta, affectionately called “Zia 

Beba.” Alessandra describes how her “father was a very self-aware man, a very autoreferential 

one, so he loved adulations, and Zia Beba was always ready to supply him with them. This made 

[Alessandra] very uncomfortable.” This need for personal recognition and hunger for attention, 

then, projects his professional pursuit of continued relevance and power onto the domestic 

sphere, revealing an egocentric and even suffocating personality. 

Given this tense personal affective relationship, Alessandra derives respect for her father 

from his professional achievements, as presented to her by him and Maria Luisa. In contrast with 

his superficiality and love for praise, Alessandra’s early childhood memories identify his public 

persona as one of great ideological rectitude and consistency. In her memory, Tulli remained 

both a close ally of the Catholic church and a strict adherent to Fascist ideology throughout the 
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war, “serving the Pontifical operations” and “believing deeply in the social and socialist project 

that Fascism entailed.” Tulli taught his children a different history than that which he lived, 

perhaps spurred to overcompensate for his own political opportunism: to Alessandra, “culture 

was never unmoored from the pope, who had been a stable figure throughout the course of 

history, and had thus never had to rise against the sorts of ideologies that have always poisoned 

the Italian people.” Simultaneously, Mussolini had “renewed Rome…making it not a city that 

lived out its past glories after its downfall from invasions, [but instead] returning it to its imperial 

legacy,” and Tulli would “speak in Latin to [his children] to show patriotism to the empire.” 

Still, when pressed about the character of her father’s devotion to Fascism and Catholicism, the 

true nature of Tulli’s allegiances emerged. Alessandra recalls that “the Vatican and the pope 

were an integral part of [her family’s] daily lives,” not so much as a spiritual force but as a 

political, practical organization. “Monsignors and prelates were constantly mentioned and [her] 

father seemed to be friends with all of them,” just as Alessandra attended a Catholic school in 

Rome, but spent her afternoons with her father mocking any classmate who seemed to want to 

become a nun. 

In Tulli's Fascist career, too, Alessandra seemed to construct ideological devotion around 

his opportunistic political persona. After firmly declaring her father’s Fascism, she described him 

as “a vigorous person always full of the desire to help and to be a protagonist of the era he was 

living in. He was always glorious: never depressed, never saddened, never remorseful.”  

Unsurprisingly, then, despite his “love for … the Fascist project,” Tulli would “laugh when 

people would tremble at the threat of the return of Fascism as late as the 1970s: [to him], 

Fascism was a historical moment like any other, which had come to a close like any other.” 
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 In a seeming attempt to rationalize and justify such a politically ambiguous father, then, 

Alessandra retains an equally ambiguous and forgiving understanding of Italian history. She 

praises the merits of Fascism and denies many of its crimes with rote rhetoric and tropes likely 

adopted from her parents. Discussing her memories as a child, Alessandra mentioned how 

Mussolini had “valorized” Rome. My questioning of such a stereotypically Fascist apologist 

phrase, then, caused considerable confusion. I asked Alessandra how she knew that Rome had 

changed under Mussolini, since she was born in 1940. My question elicited a flood of similar 

stereotypical formulations, a barrage of defense to buttress her rationalization of her father’s 

work during her infancy. In her mind, Fascism had “torn down entire village-like areas of the 

city to create a Rome that radiated energy, that was more beautiful and more functional, like the 

famous Via dell’Impero.” Roads like Via della Conciliazione were “massive,” but still respected 

the national character: “new constructions respected Italian dimensions, because Rome is not like 

Paris, with its massive spaces, but it also lacks the French city’s profound monotony.” With this 

mythicized understanding of Fascism “exposing an imperial past to place it back at the center of 

historical and national consciousness” came also an appeal to more practical, though idealized, 

efforts. She praised the Ministry of the Family “in which all women would be taken 

in…regardless of their social or physical condition.” The ministry also “had constructed great 

centers to raise abandoned children,” staving off “the cold and the hunger that was extremely 

frequent at the time.”  

 When pressed about the Fascist racial laws, Alessandra further neglected the evils of the 

regime. Alessandra’s understanding of the first four years of her life — and especially the 

months of Nazi occupation — manifests her and her family’s separation of Nazi policies from 

Fascist collusion. I inquired about her perception of the persecution of Jewish people in Rome. 
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Alessandra did not respond directly. She claimed that “the distance between parents and children 

was massive: there was an attempt not to trouble children with the more traumatic accounts of 

the war.” In the ambiguous moral climate created by her father’s work, Alessandra’s memory 

only retained one condemnatory judgment of the belligerents of the Second World War: “the 

Germans were torturers, butchers, and represented utter cruelty and evil. Italians suddenly found 

themselves with the enemy at their door.” As if to erase the memory of Fascist alliance with 

Nazism, then, German occupation in Rome provided an enemy against which the Tulli family 

could define its own moral righteousness. “Germans are not kind people,” claimed Alessandra, 

and they would “purge the Jews [even though Italians] did not know what was going on, since 

Jews were like brothers to the Romans — Romans did not even know who was Jewish or not.”  

 Alessandra’s incorrect recollection of the attacks at Via Rasella reinforces this simplified 

reading of post-Fascist Rome, a memory that Alessandra’s father did not bother to amend, even 

after his daughter became an adult. Alessandra refuses to admit to Italian fault — Fascist, 

partisan, or otherwise — and describes how, while her father fortuitously went to get water to 

cool his vehicle’s engine, “Via Rasella was sealed off, and everyone who was on the street at the 

time was taken to the Fosse Ardeatine and killed by the Nazis.”  The horrors of the 1930s and 

1940s in Italy, according to the Tulli family, then, had not been caused by anything Italian. 

Alessandra “feels pain when Fascism is so scorned,” because “the tragedy was not Fascism, but 

the war, the excessive faith in the nation’s capabilities that resulted in Mussolini’s forced 

alignment with that monster,” Hitler. 

 Unlike her opinions of her father, Alessandra’s love for her mother is absolute. Enshrined 

in her children’s memory by her untimely death, Maria Luisa is remembered as a “beautiful, 

elegant woman, without a shadow of negativity or hatred for anyone.” Maria Luisa was a trained 
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concert pianist, who would “gather [all of the] children around the piano at 7 in the evening 

before dinner and hold them captive in a musical suite;” a mother entirely devoted “to her 

children and to her husband, but never lacking in spirit, creativity, and independence.” This 

idolatry of Maria Luisa also pervades Alessandra’s recollection of her political affiliations. 

Raimondo Tulli’s wife, unlike her husband, is an apolitical idealist in her children’s memories. 

“My mother was a socialist,” claims Alessandra, “who loved everyone, loved equality, and loved 

equal opportunity. She was not interested in anything, but understood that Fascism could bring 

about a society that benefitted all, especially the forgotten ones.”  

 In this idealized state, however, Maria Luisa’s memory has undergone significant and 

convenient whitewashing. Alessandra thinks of her whole family — including her mother — as 

devoted Catholics. Only while undertaking this project, despite having been raised by my 

grandmother for the first ten years of my life, did I come to know of Maria Luisa’s Jewish 

origins, thanks to a fleeting exchange with Francesco, Alessandra’s brother, in the summer of 

2020. Pressing my grandmother about this story during our April 2021 interview, I was met with 

circumlocution and avoidance. Alessandra admitted that she “realized that something was going 

on when [her] grandparents came to live [at Via Domodossola] when [she] was around two years 

old, and when [her] parents discussed having hidden family members and old schoolmates of 

Maria Luisa’s in the attic above the kitchen.” Alessandra herself, however, never directly stated 

that she or her mother were of Jewish descent: all suspicion and exoticism was personified in 

Elisabetta Adanti, dubbed “Nonna Lisa,” Maria Luisa’s mother. Alessandra was “terrified” of 

this “old, ugly, and sickly woman.” She describes this Jewish grandmother as “servile and 

obsessed with her husband, devoting her entire life to catering to his every whim until her death 

at 55 years old, though she looked at least 80.” Encoding her description of this grandmother 
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with buried anti-Semitic bias, Alessandra dissociates herself and her mother from the past, 

wondering “how such a woman could produce someone like [her] mother.” The end of the war 

had transformed Raimondo Tulli into a close ally of the Vatican, and the rest of the family had 

followed suit: both he and his wife were to be remembered as Catholics, and divorced from an 

ambiguous past.  

 The manipulations evident in Alessandra’s testimony owe significantly to Tulli’s careful 

crafting of his family’s post-Fascist photographic record.311 “Abiding affective resonances and 

attachments expressed through … photographic self-presentation” motivated Raimondo to create 

a consciously apolitical compendium of photographs of his family in the 1940s.312 In the Tulli 

family, the “available and efficacious [photographic] medium for self-creation and articulation” 

bore repercussions beyond the confines of their family nucleus, articulating a personal narrative 

in a time of personal, ideological, and professional uncertainty.313 Photographs from a family 

album composed between 1943 and 1950, largely shot by Raimondo himself, now lie scattered at 

the bottom of a box in Alessandra’s Roman apartment. In them, Maria Luisa and her two 

daughters — Alessandra and Zia Beba — star as manifestations of a utopian abstraction from the 

conditions of the immediate post-Fascist and post-war period. In the hands of the male, paternal, 

and paternalistic photographer, women pose in modernized pastoral scenes to alleviate the 

fraught weight of the Tulli family’s political memory.   

At the tail end of a period in which the projection of power was at the heart of the 

nation’s self-presentation, these photographs use childhood, motherhood, and pastoral aesthetics 

 
311 I wrote a version of this final portion of the conclusion for Professor Ian Bourland’s History of Photography 

course at Georgetown University in April 2021. 
312 Tina Campt, “On Family Tales and Photographic Records,” introduction to Image Matters: Archive, 

Photography, and the African Diaspora in Europe (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 16.  
313 Ibid. 
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to convey innocence and distance from reality. Out of 23 photographs, only three feature overtly 

urban landscapes. Rather than documenting his wife and daughters in the Roman space they truly 

inhabited, Raimondo placed them in naturalistic settings, and made the trio an image of purity. 

One photograph finds Maria Luisa, Alessandra, and Elisabetta, in the midst of the Roman 

countryside, reclining against a Roman pine.314 The casual poses of each subject — Elisabetta 

standing and looking at the camera, Maria Luisa tenderly gazing at Alessandra, and Alessandra 

sitting in her mother’s lap — evoke an intimate scene of relaxation and maternity, as if they had 

been unknowingly surprised by the photographer. Another photograph again finds the women in 

a confined, natural setting.315 Maria Luisa stands in a garden of oleanders, overtly signaling her 

maternal role by resting her hands on Elisabetta’s shoulders. Relieving this photograph of its 

calculated, posed quality to integrate it into the aesthetics of the rest of the collection is 

Alessandra, whose back is captured as she turns away from the photographer. The most striking 

photograph in the collection to use femininity and maternity as symbols of purity, however, 

captures the three women looking at a dilapidated chapel on a hillside.316 The soft focus of the 

image, combined with the strong backlighting that burns the sky to a white tone and makes the 

children’s hair into soft halos delivers to the scene an ethereal quality. Captured from a low 

angle, the women, who engage in a religious, devotional activity, seem to transform into saintly 

figures, expressing purity through implied isolation and overt maternal themes. 

 While these images that capture the three women in secluded, abstracted spaces strike a 

serious, pure, and evangelical chord in the viewer, another mood pervades the images of the 

sisters alone. In images where only Alessandra and Elisabetta star, purity, abstraction, and 

 
314 Figure 3. 
315 Figure 4. 
316 Figure 5. 
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simplicity are replaced by a comical tone in which children are made to ventriloquize adult 

emotions. As if to emphasize this need to express adult sensations through children, the pictures 

of Elisabetta and Alessandra alone are the only ones marked with captions, scrawled on the back 

of each photograph in Raimondo’s handwriting. The first of these photos finds the two toddler-

aged girls standing on a metal spiral staircase.317 The composition of the image is simple, with no 

receding landscape in the background. The subjects, however, communicate an adult affect: the 

older sister looks at the camera through raised eyebrows, leaning over the stairs’ rail and 

adopting an emphasized contrapposto pose, while the younger one looks down to fix the hem of 

her dress. Caught in adult moments of self-fashioning and performance, their father marked the 

back of the photographs with the term “sciantose,” a Neapolitan dialectical word reserved for 

vain, adult, seductive women, and deriving from the French chanteuse, a coy allusion to 

prostitution. In another image, the two sit on a low masonry wall, back to back, while Elisabetta 

turns to look at her sister with a raised eyebrow and an implied peremptory tone.318 This time, 

their father attributed “feminine jealousy” to the scene. Finally, he described a picture of 

Alessandra reclining on a child-sized rocking chair, resting her head on her hand, as an image of 

“exhaustion after a long day of work.”319 Without their mother, then, the daughters are posed to 

embody adult emotions, and removed from the calculated scenes of purity conveyed in the other 

photographs. Connoted with autonomous innocence delivered by their extreme youth, these 

children can be used to express mature thoughts and feelings still too politically fraught to be 

explored in adults. 

 
317 Figure 6. 
318 Figure 7. 
319 Figure 8.  
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The Tulli family’s nearly total exclusion of an urban setting from their album signals a 

pursuit of a timeless, apolitical reality, rejecting an epoch in which cities, industry, and 

modernity had become synonymous with political aesthetics. Awaiting the economic boom of 

the late 1950s and 1960s, Rome was merely a “shell of painful memory, riddled with [the scars 

of Fascism] but lacking the promise of revival.”320 In the Tulli family, however, the absence of 

urban space in the album signals more than trauma avoidance. As Raimondo toiled to undo his 

Fascist past, avoiding all things Roman also concealed signals of his prior profession. The near 

total absence of masculinity in the photographs, then, similarly signals an attempt to avoid 

gesturing towards a famously masculine Fascist past. Because of these political antecedents, 

these feminine scenes become triumphs of masculine will: with Tulli behind the camera, 

“woman is understood wholly as a discursive production,” a character bound to a maternal or 

puerile typology to immortalize, affix to an album, and be displayed to help sterilize the dark 

story of a man.321 

The behind-the-camera male aesthetic manipulations of the female body in this 

collection become overt in the few images that defy the pattern of all-female, atemporal scenes. 

One such unusual photograph depicts Maria Luisa and her daughters at a beach.322 While the 

subjects remain consistent with those of the rest of the collection, the semi-nudity of Maria Luisa 

suddenly disturbs the conveyance of pure, almost sanctified motherhood. The photographer, 

Maria Luisa’s husband, cannot resist sexualizing her body, despite the presence of both of her 

daughters in the frame. The picture is shot from above, constituting an intentional or 

 
320 Alessandra Tulli, interview by the author, April 9, 2021 
321 Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Just Like a Woman,” in Photography at the Dock: Essays on Photographic History, 

Institutions, and Practices, 5th ed., by Abigail Solomon-Godeau and Linda Nochlin (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2009), 240.  
322 Figure 9.  
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subconscious mechanism for the photographer to physically dominate the scene, to elongate the 

woman’s bare legs, and to maximize the contrast of their pale hue to the dark sand. Maria 

Luisa’s legs — not her smiling face, nor her daughters — are the focus of the scene, appearing in 

the center of the composition. Another photograph, this time of a group of adults on a picnic in 

the countryside, similarly exposes male gazes on women’s bodies.323 The scene boasts three 

women, one of whom is Maria Luisa, at the center of the composition, and a row of men facing 

away from them to their right. While the women engage with Raimondo’s camera — one takes a 

cigarette out of her mouth, one poses with her hands behind her back, and Maria Luisa fixes her 

hair — the men feel no need to do such things. Instead, three of the men, a middle-aged man in 

civilian clothing, a younger man in military attire, and an old man in a coat on the right edge of 

the frame, focus their attention on the women, casting scopophilic gazes onto these picnic 

companions. The presence of the camera exposes an otherwise concealed power dynamic, 

whereby women work for the visual pleasure of their male photographer while men do not feel, 

but gladly inflict, a gaze that hits its subjugated object.324 

Men similarly control Alessandra and Beba. One photograph displays Alessandra 

hugging a tree in a natural setting, as she poses for the camera by tilting her head far to the side 

and scrunching her nose.325 What would seem a typical Tulli photograph of one of his daughters, 

however, obtains a darker resonance thanks to the presence of a man in the background. The 

adult male, dressed in a suit and holding a cigar in his right hand, sits cross-legged in a wooden 

chair and looks at the child. His stare bears a directorial quality, exuding power and dominance 

as she performs for the camera, and he evaluates her show. Viewed next to the photograph of the 

 
323 Figure 10. 
324 Here I am paraphrasing the title of Barbara Kruger’s 1981 piece, “Your Gaze Hits the Side of my Face.” 
325 Figure 11.  
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picnic, the man’s stare gains a chilling, erotic subtext: only time separates Alessandra from being 

looked at the way her mother is. Finally, then, Raimondo himself appears. Again in a secluded 

clearing, this time circumscribed by a rock wall, Beba and Alessandra sit on their father’s lap.326 

However, while their mother’s lap is a utopic seat of comfort and nurturing,327 their father’s 

places the viewer ill at ease. Though the young girls smile, Raimondo holds their small torsos 

tightly with his large arms, a controlling gesture entirely foreign to Maria Luisa. He does not 

smile back at the girls, choosing instead to speak to them sternly. Just like all other men in the 

collection, dressed in a casual t-shirt, he does not perform for the camera, while his daughters, 

with bows in their hair and matching white dresses, practice for a lifetime of complex aesthetic 

self-fashioning.  

 The male motives for composing scenes of sanctified, pure motherhood, or of joyful, 

tongue-in-cheek girlhood become explicit in the anomalous images in the collection. 

Thematically, then, the collection can no longer be recognized as “Pictures of Maria Luisa, 

Alessandra, and Elisabetta,” as the album was initially titled, but as a “Father’s Pictures of his 

Girls,” the words now written on the envelope that contains these documents. Photographic 

evidence thus colors our complete picture of Tulli, a man whose metamorphoses between 1935 

and 1945 both reflected and effected the transformation of his family, his surroundings, and his 

country. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
326 Figure 12. 
327 Figure 3. 
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Appendix: 

Timeline 1: 

Tulli’s Life 

Title Start Date End Date 

Raimondo Tulli Born 3/20/1904  

Tulli Conscripted into Fascist Army 1/1/1925  

Tulli Works as Labor Advocate in Littoria 1929 1935 

Tulli Summoned to Ethiopia 8/31/1935  

Wedding Between Raimondo and Maria Luisa 10/30/1935 7/28/1943 

Tulli Arrives in the Port of Massawa 2/2/1936  

Maria Luisa in Ethiopia 5/1/1936 9/1/1938 

Tulli Manages Addis Ababa Autoparco 1/13/1937 4/1/1938 

Elisabetta “Zia Beba” Tulli Born 3/13/1939  

Alessandra Tulli Born 7/10/1940  

Tulli Campaigns in Libya 1/10/1941 2/8/1942 

Tulli Visits Bulgaria 6/21/1942 7/14/1942 

Tulli Joins Minculpop 12/1/1942  

Tulli Promoted to Direttore Generale per la Cinematografia at Minculpop 1/4/1943  

Tulli Named Cavaliere dell’Ordine della Corona 2/8/1943  

Tulli on Medical Leave from Minculpop 5/1/1943  

Tulli Summoned to the RSI by Mezzasoma 10/8/1943  

Antonello Tulli Born 3/10/1944  

Tulli Purge Trial Begins 12/9/1944  

Tulli Testifies at Gastone Gambara's Purge Trial 10/4/1946  

Francesco Tulli Born 10/23/1947  

Maria Luisa Tulli Dies 12/26/1956  

Raimondo Tulli Dies 3/13/1988  
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Timeline 2: 

Italian History 

Title Start Date End Date 

March on Rome (Mussolini Comes to Power) 10/27/1922  

Lateran Pacts between the Fascist State and the Vatican Go into Effect 6/7/1929  

Ual Ual Incident 12/4/1934  

Italy at War with Haile Selassie in Ethiopia 10/3/1935 5/5/1936 

Fascist Racial Laws Passed 10/7/1938  

Beginning of Pius XII’s Papacy 3/2/1939  

Accord Signed between Minister Pavolini and Ugo Cavallero Regarding 

Minculpop 
5/1/1942  

King Vittorio Emanuele III Outlaws Fascism and Orders the Arrest of Mussolini 7/25/1943  

Cassibile Armistice Between Fascist Italy and Allied Forces Signed 9/3/1943  

9 Months of Nazi Occupation in Rome Begin 9/8/1943  

SGI Begins Provisioning Operations 9/15/1943  

Nazi Raid on the Jewish Ghetto of Rome 10/16/1943 10/17/1943 

Transcribed SGI Meeting Held 12/3/1943  

Allied Landing at Anzio Begins 01/22/1944  

Attacks of Via Rasella 03/23/1944  

Fosse Ardeatine Massacre  03/24/1944  

SGI Begins Sourcing Provisions in Tuscany 4/15/1944  

Allies Liberate Rome from Nazi Occupation 6/5/1944  

Italian Democratic Constitution Promulgated 12/27/1947  

End of Pius XII’s Papacy 10/9/1958  

 

 

 

 

 



 

87 

Map 1: Locations Near Rome 

 
Map Key: 

1. Sezze Romano: Raimondo Tulli’s Home Town (footnote 1). 

2. Pieve Torina: Location of Negotiations Between Tulli and the Duke from Montenegro 

(footnote 175). 

3. Anzio: Location of January 22, 1944 Allied Landing (footnote 205). 

4. Monterosi: Location in which Nazis Shot at SGI Vehicles (footnote 202). 

5. Montecassino: Location of Battle Between Allies and Nazis (footnote 212). 
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Map 2: Locations in Rome 

 
Map Key: 

1. Via Domodossola: Location of the Tulli Family Home (footnote 139). 

2. Jewish Ghetto of Rome: Location of the October 16, 1943 Nazi Raid (footnote 141). 

3. Viale Carso 34: Location of SGI Partisan Weapons Drop-off (footnote 177). 

4. Via Rasella: Location of March 23, 1943 Attack and of SGI Warehouses (footnotes 190 and 

192). 

5. Fosse Ardeatine: Location of Fosse Ardeatine Massacre Grave Site (footnote 195). 

6. Via Cheren 16: Location of SGI Food Distribution Center Searched by Nazi Forces (footnote 

202). 

7. Tre Fontane: Location of Vatican Construction Site Requisitioned by Nazis (footnote 203). 

8. E42: Location of New Roman Quarter Built under Mussolini (footnote 204). 

9. Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore: Location of Vatican SGI Meal Distribution Center 

(footnote 242). 

10. Parish of Santa Maria Immacolata all’Esquilino: Location of SGI Meal Distribution      

Center (footnote 242). 
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Images: 
Figure 1: 

 
Società Generale Immobiliare, Meal Distribution Card One, in Attività assistenziale alimentare: 

relazione (Dicembre 1943 - Luglio 1944). Rome: Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, 1944.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

90 

Figure 2: 

 
Società Generale Immobiliare, Meal Distribution Card Two, in Attività assistenziale alimentare: 

relazione (Dicembre 1943 - Luglio 1944). Rome: Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, 1944. 
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Figure 3: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Untitled 1, 1940s, photograph.  
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Figure 4: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Untitled 2, 1940s, photograph.  
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Figure 5: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Untitled 3, 1940s, photograph.  
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Figure 6: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Sciantosa, 1940s, photograph. 

  

 



 

95 

Figure 7: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Gelosie Femminili, 1940s, photograph..  
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Figure 8: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Riposo dopo un’ardua giornata di lavoro, 1940s, photograph.  
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Figure 9: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Untitled 4, 1940s, photograph.  
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Figure 10:  

 
Raimondo Tulli, Untitled 5, 1940s, photograph.  
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Figure 11: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Untitled 6, 1940s, photograph.  
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Figure 12: 

 
Raimondo Tulli, Untitled 7, 1940s, photograph.  
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