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The Balsiglia school-monument, inaugurated in 1889, inside which 

the Glorious Repatriation Museum was set up in 1939 ©Rudiero 2020 (on the left).

TRA GUERRE DI RELIGIONE E RESISTENZA: LA 
VALORIZZAZIONE TRANSNAZIONALE DELLE VALLI VALDESI

ACROSS RELIGIOUS WARS AND RESISTANCE: THE 
TRANSNATIONAL VALORIZATION OF WALDENSIAN VALLEYS

Riccardo Rudiero - DAD, Polytechnic University of Turin, Turin, Italy, e-mail: riccardo.rudiero@polito.it

Abstract: The valleys of Chisone, Pellice, and Germanasca in the province of Turin are traditionally known as 

Waldensian Valleys due to the presence of this Christian minority. Its forced settlement in these territories allows 

for symbolic analysis of this landscape, experienced as impregnable during the period of persecution, as echoed 

by its current toponym.

While searching for places of memory, since the mid-19th century, many of the natural shelters found there were 

monumentalized by the Waldensians as if they were forts. Today, they are still included among the Historic Places 

toward which cultural institutions implement conservation and valorization policies. These sites are part of a local 

network. Since 2013, some of them have been included in the Cultural Route of the Council of Europe’s “Hugue-

not and Waldensian Trail”, through which places of the reformed tradition have been linked with other systemic 

elements of the territory. The desire to interrelate heritages about different periods and cultural matrices has led to 
a stratigraphic analysis of territories associated with a complex perception of cultural heritage. The contribution 

aims to show how this valorization approach can activate what is mentioned in the Faro Convention, i.e., deve-

loping knowledge of heritage as a «resource to facilitate peaceful co-existence by promoting trust and mutual 

understanding with a view to resolution and prevention of conflicts» (Council of Europe Framework Convention 

on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society, 2005, art. 7).

Keywords: Preservation, Maintenance, Memory, Cultural Routes Of The Council Of Europe.

1. Introduction
At the dawn of the nineteenth century, the Pellice, Chisone, and Germanasca valleys in the province of 

Turin began to be a systematic destination for a significant Protestant élite, particularly from across the 

Channel, who wanted to learn about the only surviving core deriving from apostolic preaching and visit 

the places of its history [1]. They were driven to this difficult and unusual journey by the mistaken belief 
that the community inhabiting those places – the Waldenses – had not originated from a medieval heresy 

but from a schism dating back to the first centuries of Christianity, thus electing it as the holder of the 
original messianic message [2]. This reconstruction would be supported by its long-lasting persecution 

by the Roman Curia and its loyal ruling forces, making it a fundamental defender of the primal faith and 

the forerunner of the European Reformed movement. Consequently, the landscapes hosting these events 

were also elected as the symbolic core of devotees’ tenacity and meticulously explored. In time, some 

pivotal places were monumentalized yet in a profoundly thrifty way due to evangelical communities’ 

traditional aversion to magniloquence. That exogenous impetus contributed to the erection of a stele in 

1889 in Sibaud (Bobbio Pellice) and the construction of a school-monument (later a museum) in Balsi-
glia (Massello). Both commemorated the 200th anniversary of the Waldensians’ grueling and troubled 
return from their Geneva exile, which began in 1687 (fig. 1). The Glorious Repatriation – the name 
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traditionally given to this epopee, at least since the post-unification era [3] – is an alpine route of about 
300 km, with a height difference of almost 2,500 meters. Already traversed by some pioneers interested 
in these events since 1830 [4], part of it was recognized as a Council of Europe Cultural Route in 2013, 

a project serving as a “channel for intercultural dialogue” and devoted to promoting “a better knowledge 
and understanding of European cultural identity” [5]. This initiative, which takes the name “Huguenot 

and Waldensian Trail”, will be explored in depth within this paper; however, before proceeding, a brief 

mention of the articulation of Waldensian cultural institutions, actions, and original establishment is 

necessary.

2. Waldensians in the Valleys: heritage establishment and cultural institutions dynamics
Originating in the wake of 12th-century Christian dissenters [6], the Waldensians have been present in 

the Italian peninsula since the following century, adhered to the Reformation in the 16th century, and 

“represent the historical core of Italian Protestantism” [7]. Currently, there are about 45,000 church 

members, one-third of whom live in the foothills of the Cottian Alps, in the three Pinerolo valleys of 

Pellice, Chisone, and Germanasca. In Italian evangelical circles, the latter are usually referred to as “the 

Valleys”, while outside that religious-territorial context, it is customary to add to them the “Waldensian” 

denomination [8].

Having become part of the Reformed family in 1532 through the Synod of Chanforan, in 1561, the Wal-

densians were granted the possibility of publicly celebrating their cults in the Savoy Duchy, but only in 

specific locations. These were among the most peripheral of the Valleys, and the traditional Reformed 
historical literature defines them as “ghettos” [9]. Plagued by persecution on several occasions (espe-

cially in the 17th century, when they were forced into exile in Switzerland), they did not achieve civil and 

political freedoms until 1848 with Carlo Alberto’s Letters Patent. These also sanctioned the end of their 

confinement. From then on, an intense work of community redefinition and opening to the outside world 
began in a dialectic between local, national, and international, persisting today [10]. The more massive 

confrontation with otherness consequently intensified awareness concerning the community’s cultural 
heritage, elected as a “physical and spiritual point of reference to guarantee a link with one’s past that 

coincides with the places where it developed” [11]. The Société d’Histoire Vaudoise (1881, since 1935 
Society of Waldensian Studies) was born also for this reason. Since its founding, it has prioritized pre-

serving and enhancing Waldensian memory through organizing archives and libraries. It contributed 

to recognizing and reporting several Historic Places as symbols to actualize the community [12]. On 

the Bicentenary of the Glorious Repatriation (1889), the Société was commissioned by the Waldensian 

Table1 to set up and manage the Musée Vaudoise in Torre Pellice, intended for the preservation of the 

heritage and cultural memory of the Reformed Community in the Valleys. This occurrence expresses 

a characteristic trait of Waldensian heritage management: matching cultural initiatives with significant 
anniversaries in their history. In addition to the founding of the Musée, the monumentalization of the 

aforementioned Sibaud and Balsiglia, and Chanforan in 1932 (fig. 2), on the occasion of the fourth cen-

tenary of the adherence to the Reformation, are examples of this [13].

Between the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, cultural actions were pro-

moted centrally (by the Church or the Société). Instead, since the Second World War, the spontaneous 

initiative of local churches has animated the valley heritage scene: in fact, in part to stem the impoveri-

shment of mountain civilization, small museum cores flourished in various localities of the Valleys, most 
of them historical-ethnographic. Within them, the Waldensian story was condensed with rural life [14]. 

This multiplication of cultural hubs required a new centralized coordination activity. For this reason, 

the Committee of Historic Places (1977) and the Waldensian Cultural Center Foundation (1989) arose, 
established at the behest of the Table and the Society of Studies, to preserve and manage the heritage in a 

unified system. The birth of the Foundation coincided with the plan to establish a structure for valorizing 
the Waldensian cultural heritage as a whole, which included moving all activities to one building, the 

Waldensian Cultural Center in Torre Pellice. Moreover, the “Eco-historical Museum System of the Wal-

densian Valleys” was born. It took its present structure following the establishment of the Waldensian 

1 In its contemporary meaning, the elected body that officially represents the church in relations with the state and ecumeni-
cal organizations.

Fig. 1 - The Sibaud monument, near Bobbio Pellice, landing place of the Glorious Repatriation (Rudiero, 2020).

Museums and Historical Places Coordination (Coordinamento Musei e Luoghi Storici valdesi, 1997) 
[15], which now manages 11 museums and six places of memory in the Valleys. In 2014, the Cultural 

Heritage Office of the Waldensian Table joined these institutions. This office coordinates and develops 
activities related to the cultural heritage of the Methodist and Waldensian churches2 and related institu-

tions in synergy with the MiC [16].

It can be summarised as follows: until 1989, the Society of Studies was mainly in charge of preserving 

and enhancing the Waldensian heritage of the Valleys; then, the Cultural Center Foundation took over 

the function. In addition to countless local and national projects, the latter promotes and is in charge of 
two international itineraries recognized by the Council of Europe: “The Routes of Reformation” (2019) 
and the aforementioned “Huguenot and Waldensian Trail”. Due to their paradigmatic role in understan-

ding the cultural heritage of this community, they will now be described in more detail.

3. “Huguenot and Waldensian Trail”, a European itinerary
The “Huguenot and Waldensian Trail” originates from an idea developed in 2003 by French and German 

cultural institutions to establish “a route passing through Switzerland to re-propose to today’s travelers 

the history and ‘roads’ of the exile to which the French Huguenots were forced after the revocation of 

the Edict of Nantes” [17]. The Waldensian community had shared the persecution and forced exodus 

with the Huguenot minority, even though their history differed in the positive outcome of the affair im-

plemented through the Glorious Repatriation. Thus, this community was also involved a few years later 

(2006). A multinational LEADER+ cooperation project was then activated, leading to a shared route: 
the French section starts in Pöet Laval (Drôme) and is joined in Geneva with the one followed by the 
Piedmontese exiles (which originated in Saluzzo where, in Castile, most of the Waldensians who refu-

2 In 1975, a covenant of union was signed. In it, Waldensian and Methodist institutions – while keeping each their own phy-

siognomy and orderings – were integrated into a single synodical assembly; even in cultural heritage, the management of 

the two churches is synergistic.
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sed to recant were imprisoned); then, the route crosses Switzerland, Baden-Württemberg, and Hesse to 
Bad Karlshafen, Germany. The total development of the route from south to north is about 1,800 km, 
including the Repatriation Route from Geneva to Bobbio Pellice. The international scientific commit-
tee formed for this purpose drew up an operational tool called the Charter of Values and Quality of the 

European Historical-Touristic Route “Huguenot and Waldensian Trail”, which expresses the desire to 

achieve the sharing and enhancement of a common European cultural heritage to highlight the current 

importance of migration and integration. It also defines “core values” that all participating partners in 
the initiative – national and international, public and private – are expected to respect, including toleran-

ce as an “identity anchor”, the “concept of social, ecological and economic sustainability”, and “respect 

for historical reality, culture, heritage, and nature”, while also integrating elements such as “modernity, 

the notion of networking, interactivity, and internationality” [18]. These values are to be respected by all 

the partners involved in the initiative.

Under this systemic perspective, regarding tourism, the locations accredited in the hiking route must 

meet specific minimum criteria, including the presence of “a flagship attraction, related to the theme 
(e.g. museum, temple, etc.)” and “at least ten secondary points of attraction”; there must also be “a 
thematic circuit contiguous to the itinerary or a route related to the theme, accessible by other forms of 

mobility (e.g., bicycle)” and “at least one site clearly recognized as Huguenot or Waldensian and appro-

priately valued” [19]. All this is signaled through a common logo, representing “the image of an ancient 

figure with a blue Provençal circle as its background and a green line under its feet, an expression of 
a long journey across European landscapes” [20]. This logo encapsulates the identity and meaning of 
Huguenots and Waldensians’ real and metaphoric path (fig. 3). Far from being a pilgrimage, the itinerary 
has an apolitical and nondenominational character and aims to “raise awareness of European coopera-

tion and citizenship through people-to-people encounters” [21], thereby supporting the local economy 

through high-quality tourism.

Following recognition by the Council of Europe, a subject was needed for institutional relationships. 
Thus, the union “Sur les pas des Huguenots et des Vaudois/Huguenot and Waldensian Trail” was created 

Fig. 2 - Inauguration of the Chanforan stele, 1932 (Torre Pellice, Waldensian Photographic Archives).

in Geneva in October 2015, founded by the four entities responsible for the program; this body meets 

regularly and is the guarantor of the organic and coherent international development of the initiative. In 

an interview about this project, Davide Rosso, director of the Waldensian Cultural Center Foundation, 
stressed the ethical importance of remembering the religious persecutions of the 17th century and their 

fundamental contribution to the development of tolerance and acceptance in the European scene. Trave-

ling the Exile Route or the Repatriation Route has unquestionable value for increasing contextual awa-

reness of cultural heritage: the multifaceted landscapes traversed in the past by “this flood of people are 
not a highway, nor something with no contours“3 and making this explicit to tourists – through suitable 

signage, guidebooks, and interactive maps – can change their understanding. The desire to systematize 

heritages that pertain to different periods, properties, and cultural matrices has undoubted pedagogical 
value, as it fosters a stratigraphic analysis of territories and a complex and comprehensive perception of 

cultural heritage (fig. 4). 
These objectives are recalled in Article 7 of the Council of Europe Framework Convention on the Value 

of Cultural Heritage for Society, known to most as the Faro Convention, which encourages “reflection 
on the ethics and methods of presentation of the cultural heritage, as well as respect for diversity of 

interpretations”, as well as the development of knowledge of cultural heritage as a “resource to fa-

cilitate peaceful co-existence by promoting trust and mutual understanding with a view to resolution 

and prevention of conflicts” [22]. The orientation to this Convention is not an ex-post interpretation 
exercise. Instead, it underscores the stated willingness of Waldensian cultural institutions involved in 

conservation and valorization to activate strategies in compliance with the expressions of the documents 

of the Council of Europe. Indeed, its activities have always been oriented toward establishing a united 

3 Interview with Davide Rosso, Torre Pellice, 1/30/2018. Rosso’s expression echoes what Giuseppe Sergi said about Via 

Francigena, too often thought of as “a great identifiable and well-traced highway that ran diagonally across medieval Eu-

rope” (Sergi G. Via Francigena, chiesa e poteri. In: La via Francigena. Itinerario culturale del Consiglio d’Europa. Turin: 
Regione Piemonte; 1995, pp. 12-23).

Fig. 3 - The Repatriation Route at Balsiglia, in the municipality of Massello. Tourist signs report both the Itinerary 
of the Council of Europe and local routes (Rudiero, 2020).
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Europe based on democracy, freedom, and respect for human rights and the rule of law [23]. Their goal 

is to achieve a close bond among member states to safeguard and realize the ideals and principles that 

are their common heritage, pursuing this goal by acting in solidarity “in the economic, social, cultural, 

scientific, legal and administrative fields” [24]. Indeed, the Council’s primary purpose is to develop – 
while respecting each other’s differences – a European identity to be cultivated through the strategic 
axis of cultural heritage not only in the form of passive protection but, above all, through its valoriza-

tion and use [25]. The Foundation, particularly with the “Itineraries” project and the Cultural Heritage 
Department of the Table, specifically addresses this vision of heritage, which, especially with the Faro 
Convention, has significantly changed deeply sedimented cultural heritage goods. This established a 
shift from material to perceptual aspects and from an idea of protection focused on material aspects to 

one that places the community at the center [26]. This specific aspect, however, turns out to be a tradi-
tional approach to cultural heritage implemented by the Waldensian community. In my view, this is one 

of the reasons why its strategies in this field are effective, including those related to the “Huguenot and 
Waldensian Trail”.

4. Processuality and complexity: effectiveness of cultural policies of Waldensian heritage
In my opinion, Waldensian institutions’ policies of community cultural heritage recognition, preserva-

tion, and valorization underlie a profound convergence between historical factuality (interpreted and 
reinterpreted) and heritage. However, even before the actions on its cultural legacy – or parallel to them 

– this common heritage is characterized by shared and constant elements. These are primarily related 

to historical and ethical-religious factors and can be subsequently declined on a social level through 

organizational modes of collective life. They are the use of an assembly system (which could be called 
synodality or parliamentarianism) for community management, an expression of elective and partici-

patory democracy, the strong awareness and application of the principle of personal responsibility; a 

constant recourse to continuous and permanent education and training; and the processuality of identity 

and memory [27]. Here, some outcomes related to the latter must be made explicit.

Being a religious minority, lacking fundamental civil and political rights for some time, has undoubtedly 
triggered very pronounced dynamics of self-consciousness in the Waldensians. History has a foundatio-

nal and re-foundational role for the Evangelicals of the Valleys. Indeed, they systematically turned to it 

to avoid losing the sense of their presence in a majority context. This has hinged their identity in history 
through the logical mediation of memory [28]. Moreover, this process generates an osmotic relationship 

with the territory. On this topic, historian of cultures and President of the Waldensian Cultural Center 

Foundation Bruna Peyrot even asserted that “History wrote Geography: names of events and battles 
enriched the toponyms of the Valleys, without the need for grandiose monuments”, thus making them 

become a “narrative center of gravity” [29] that survives to this day4.

This can be fully seen in one of the Waldensians’ most traditional heritage activities. We could almost 

call it a forerunner of the Council of Europe-recognized Itinerary and its contemporary and natural ex-

tension, in accordance with the Charter of Values: Historical Walks. Their origin can be traced back to 

the end of the 19th century, when some members of the Waldensian cultural elite, retracing the places 

visited by the first British travelers, accompanied distinguished figures of the time to various Historical 
Places. These included Edmondo De Amicis: in his Alle porte d’Italia (1884), he contributed to the 
identification of the Ghieisa ’d la Tana (“church of the den”) as a place of refuge and prayer for the 
Waldensians during medieval persecutions [30]. However, 1931 gave this activity new meaning. On the 

occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the Société d’Histoire Vaudoise, a two-day tour 

was organized, crossing several symbolic places of Waldensian history. Strictly speaking, that was the 

first Historical Walk [31], a practice still in use today. It took “the value of a model for the use of places, 
defining [...] a kind of exemplary ceremonial” [32]: a collective visit along a circuit including more 
than one Historic Place. At each of them, a pastor or scholar gave a commemorative speech to illustrate 

its historical and moral values. Regarding the effectiveness of the 1931 Walk, writer Piero Jahier said 
the organizers succeeded in transforming the community’s history “from polemical and apologetic” to 

4 One of the best-known examples in this regard is Vallone degli Invincibili, or Valley of the Invincibles, at Subiasco in the 

upper Pellice Valley: the wording recalls the Waldensian armed defense before the events that led to the Genevan exile.

“dramatic, living and human [...]”, giving, moreover, a concrete response to the “ineffectiveness of hi-
storical teaching based on formulas, data, names”. He then concluded by stating that in the Promenade, 

they experienced more than a “romanticized history” because the guides “lectured about things”; they 

“combined knowledge with the warmth of those who talk about personal facts”, making it “a rite of 

return to the origins” [33].

Even today, the Walks – which have been enriched numerically and have become about forty – are one 

of the most popular activities, both by members of the Reformed community and others, and have the 

undoubted merit of allowing history to be reread and revived experientially and contextually. They are 

organized at the central level by the Foundation or other poles of the “Eco-Historical Museum System”. 

Over time, they have intersected with other cultural itineraries, not only with those of Waldensian ori-

gin: examples are those in the municipality of Rorà (a synergy between the local Waldensian museum 
and the provincial Stone Ecomuseum), or those unraveling between Pomaretto and Prali (born from the 
collaboration between the Latin School and ScopriMiniera). At times, these connections have even been 

eminently historical-interpretive: some routes wind along the paths trodden by the Waldensians during 

the 17th-century oppression. Among them, the places linked to Giosuè Gianavello (fig. 5) stand out. His 
guerrilla warfare during the 1655-1685 persecutions is actualized and linked to the Partisan Resistance 

in its methods and ideals [34].All these experiences – and especially the management of Waldensian 

community assets, the walks’ main destinations – have local people’s significant and constant support 
and direct participation in common. They do their utmost to maintain routes and final landings [35]. I 
believe such participation can be attributed – not only but primarily – to the practice of the principle of 

personal responsibility typical of Reformed churches, which is another distinctive element of the Val-

leys’ approach to community heritage.

Philosopher Hans Jonas brought the concept back to a broader plane in the late 1970s by codifying the 
“responsibility principle” [36]. According to this, each person must consider the consequences of their 

acts by translating their choices into a vision centered on preserving life and, therefore, the environment 

where it develops. Even if the assumptions and motivations are not the same, the translation of behaviors 

and purposes may be akin; thus, it can be said – yet with caution – that the Waldensian church’s tradi-

tional focus on the preservation of the environment [37], historical facts and their memorial supports 

– which are almost an ethical imperative – have found a universalizing contemporary counterbalance in 

Jonas’ teaching.

5. Conclusions
As summarily illustrated, the regional-level structure of large transnational projects such as the “Hu-

guenot and Waldensian Trail” turns out to be sustainable within the Valleys because it rests on a local 

network, making territorial subsidiarity an essential criterion. The Waldensian museum system acts in 

synergy with other cultural and administrative bodies. Thus, it contributes to the conservation of both 

its heritage and the ethnographic heritage of the Valleys and its surrounding environment, which is 

maintained on a daily or more sporadic basis. This is actuated not only by residents (who, in some cases, 
are very few) but also by those who live in more populated centers. Due to tradition and their sense of 

responsibility, they feel in charge of a conservation task to which they attach an ethical value (fig. 6). 

Figg. 4, 5 - To the left, an abandoned hamlet on the Repatriation Route, between the village of Balsiglia and the Pis 
waterfall; to the right, the Gianavella, home of Waldensian resistance hero Giosuè Gianavello, near Luserna San 

Giovanni (Rudiero, 2020).
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This value is also embodied by the various Historical Walks and, by extension (as declared), by the 
Council of Europe’s Itineraries, which translate the typically Waldensian processual approach to herita-

ge on a broader level.
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