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The portraits of leaders feature prominently in political campaigning in Italy today, 
yet this has not always been the case. Just after the war this personality-based approach to 
propaganda was shunned by all parties out of fear that it evoked the ghost of Mussolini, 
whose effigy was notably ubiquitous during the Ventennio.1 The portraits of politicians 
were conspicuously absent from the election campaigns of 1946 and 19482 and did not 
become a current form of propaganda until the early 1980s.3

I wish to thank Verina Jones and Maurizio Ridolfi for their helpful comments on the first draft of this 
article. For information and advice I am also indebted to Anna Tonelli, Anita Pisch and Pierre Sorlin. I am 
grateful to the librarians and archivists of the Fondazione Gramsci (Rome), in particular Dario Massimi and 
Cristiana Pipitone, for answering several queries and providing illustrated materials. The websites referred 
to in the notes were last accessed on 2 May 2019.

IllustratIons: If not indicated, the names of the photographers and graphic artists are unknown.
1 On Mussolini’s portraits, see for instance Giorgio Di Genova, ‘L’uomo della provvidenza’: iconografia 

del Duce 1923-1945 (Bologna: Bora, 1997).
2 As Sergio Luzzatto has remarked, after the Liberation, the public wanted “a body-less politics: a 

disincarnate representation of power”. See “Il corpo politico”, Storia d’Italia. Annali 20. L’immagine fotogra-
fica, 1945-2000, ed. by Uliano Lucas (Torino: Einaudi, 2004), 523-524. For the visual propaganda of the 
early post-war years, see: 1948 e dintorni. Manifesti politici. Immagini e simboli dell’Italia repubblicana, ed. 
by Filadelfo Ferri (Varese: Insubria University Press, 2008).

3 On the long-lasting effects which the so-called complesso del dittatore had on Italian propaganda 
approaches, see Luciano Cheles, “Prima di Berlusconi. Il ritratto politico nell’Italia repubblicana (1946-
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The Italian Communist Party (ICP) had an additional reason for rejecting any form 
of publicity centred on its leader, Palmiro Togliatti (1893-1964): it believed in collective 
values, rather than in the cult of a charismatic individual. The communist approach, 
however, changed radically after Togliatti’s attempted assassination at the hand of the 
neo-fascist fanatic Antonio Pallante on 14 July 1948.4 The seriousness of the attack – the 
leader was wounded by three gun shots and his life seemed in peril – and the outrage it 
sparked among party members and sympathisers quite spontaneously gave momentum 
to a cult.5 The ICP was only too happy to encourage it: after its crushing defeat at the 
parliamentary election of that year, it needed to show that it was ready to run with a 
strong leadership.6

To limit the field of this investigation, this essay will mostly focus on the printed por-
traits of Togliatti, rather than on his cinematic representations, and more precisely on 
the portraits that feature on posters and post-cards. Because, as we shall see, these were 
produced on special events, particular care was taken to design them; as a result they are 
potentially more pregnant with meaning. 

The poster that was produced to advertise Togliatti’s mass rally at the Foro Italico 
stadium (formerly Foro Mussolini) on 26 September 1948 [Fig. 1], his first public ap-
pearance since the attack, is the visual expression of the new approach. It features a pho-
tographic portrait of the leader at his desk with a copy of l’Unità and carries the slogan 
“Togliatti è tornato. Tutti a salutarlo alla grande Festa de l’Unità” (Togliatti is back. Let’s 
all greet him at the great Festa de l’Unità).7 This image is deceptively ordinary since, as 
it will be argued, it contains multiple political references. On its most immediate level 
of meaning, it attests that Togliatti has recovered fully: the communist daily under his 
eyes indicates that he is ready to resume his political battles. The clearly legible headline 
acts almost as an attribute of his combative stance: “I comunisti chiedono al Parlamento 
una inchiesta sui fatti di Sicilia” (The communists demand a parliamentary enquiry into 
the events in Sicily). The events referred to in the front page of l’Unità – the issue is that 

1994)”, Il ritratto e il potere. Immagini della politica in Francia e in Italia nel Novecento, ed. by Luciano 
Cheles and Alessandro Giacone (Pisa: Pacini, 2017), 99-122.

4 Giovanni Gozzini, Hanno sparato a Togliatti (Milano: Il Saggiatore, 1998); Mario Avagliano and 
Marco Palmieri, 1948. Gli italiani nell’anno della svolta (Bologna: il Mulino, 2018), 299-347.

5 Giovanni Gozzini and Renzo Martinelli, “Dall’attentato a Togliatti all’8° congresso”, Storia del 
Partito Comunista Italiano, ed. by Paolo Spriano, vol. 7 (Torino: Einaudi, 1998), 70.

6 On the cult of Togliatti, see Sante Cruciani, “L’immagine di Palmiro Togliatti e Maurice Thorez nel 
movimento comunista internazionale”, Il ritratto e il potere, 123-142.

7 The Festa dell’Unità (the form “de l’Unità” is now considered obsolete) was the ICP’s annual pop-
ular event providing cultural, musical, gastronomic and folkloric attractions, which also had fund-raising 
functions.
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Fig. 3 – Pytor Otsup, Lenin reading the 
Pravda. Photograph, 1918

Fig. 4 – Henri Manuel, Jean Jaurès reading 
l’Humanité. Post-card, c. 1910

Fig. 1 – Poster announcing Togliatti’s 
mass rally at the Foro Italico, Rome, after 
recovering from the attempted assassination, 
September 1948

Fig. 2 – Front page of l’Unità of 14 September 
1948 featured in Togliatti’s poster in [Fig. 1]



118

LUCIANO CHELES

of 14 September 1948 – are the killing of three policemen by members of Salvatore 
Giuliano’s gang at Partinico, in Sicily, on 3 September [Fig. 2]. The newspaper occupies 
a substantial portion of the image:8 the poster is also an advertisement for the Festa 
dell’Unità, whose inauguration in 1948 was made to coincide with the leader’s official 
return to active political life. As well as on the poster, the photograph of Togliatti with 
l’Unità featured on the last page of a special supplement of the communist daily, entitled 
“Togliatti è tornato”, which appeared on 26 September.

The photograph’s latent meanings, which emerge when its iconographic sources are 
investigated, add considerable political interest to it.

The representation of Togliatti bending over the party’s official organ with both arms 
resting on his desk is closely based on a portrait of Lenin reading the communist daily 
Pravda. This was originally a photograph taken by Pyotr Otsup (1883-1963) [Fig. 3], 
who had covered the storming of the Winter Palace and other revolutionary events in 
1917, and was from 1918 to 1935 the Kremlin’s photographer.9 As the Soviet leader’s 
personal image-maker, Otsup produced and distributed numerous portraits, but the 
photograph with the Pravda – a paper Lenin was instrumental in founding in 1912 – 
was especially significant: it was taken on 16 October 1918, that is to say, on the eve of 
the first anniversary of the October revolution, and the issue is that of the same day.10

Otsup’s photograph circulated widely in postcard form especially during the Stalin 
era.11 More or less faithful copies of it were realised on various media?12 A good rendering 
of the subject is, for instance, the painting produced by V. Ivlin in 1928 [Fig. 5], which 

8 This prominence becomes more evident when one compares this picture with other representations 
of leaders reading their respective party organs (see [Figs 3, 4, 11, 12] below).

9 On Otsup, see especially Evgeny Berezner et al., Piotr Otsup. The Space of Revolution: Russia, 1917-
1941 (Moscow: Golden Bee, 2007).

10 See Vladimir Chachina, “History of the photograph ‘Lenin reads the Pravda’”, Newsland, 25 April 
2011, https://newsland.com/user/4297700750/content/istoriia-fotografii-lenin-chitaet-pravdu/4166622. 
Otsup’s photograph may in turn have been inspired by a portrait of the French Socialist leader Jean Jaurès 
reading l’Humanité, the newspaper he launched in 1904. The picture, taken around 1910 by the celebrated 
photographer Henri Manuel, was well-known in socialist circles: it was reproduced on post-cards [Fig. 4] 
and other media, and became iconic after Jaurès was assassinated in 1914 by a nationalist. (I am grateful 
to Jean-Baptiste Alba, director of the Centre National et Musée Jean Jaurès, Castres, for this information). 
Otsup may have known the picture of the Socialist leader taken by a fellow photographer of standing in 
France. The idea of imitating Jaurès’s portrait may even have been instigated by the Soviet leader himself: 
having spent the period 1909-1912 in Paris, Lenin was likely to have been acquainted with the photograph.

11 Postcard reproductions of this photograph dating especially from the 1930s are frequently found 
for sale on the postcard collectors’ website Delcampe, as well as on E-bay.

12 Copying photographs to turn them into paintings and indeed copying paintings were a common 
practice in the Soviet Union. Originality was not valued much: what mattered most was the works’ polit-
ical contents. See András Zwickl, “‘Copyright’. The Problem of Originals and Copies in the Painting of 
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has recently emerged on the art market.13 The symbolic importance that was attributed 
to Ostup’s image is attested by its presence in the most official spaces of the Kremlin. A 
number of paintings, drawings and photographs depicting Stalin alone or at work with 
members of the apparatchik show the Lenin portrait prominently displayed. Examples 
include the pictures of the dictator in his study reproduced on the front pages of the 
Pravda on 1st May and 27 June 1945 [Fig. 6], 7 November 1948 and 21 December 1949,14 
a painting by Dmitry Nalbandyan (1906-1993) entitled For the Joy of the People. Stalin 
and the Soviet leadership plot the future of the world, executed in 1949, which represents 

the Fifties”, Art and Society in the Age of Stalin, ed. by Péter György and Hedvig Turai (Budapest: Corvina, 
1992), 65-92, 131. The author’s arguments also apply to the earlier decades of Stalinism.

13 This picture was sold at an auction in New York on 12 March 2016. I have been unable to find any 
information on the artist.

14 The pictures on 1st May and 27 June 1945 issues reproduce the same portrait, which is signed by 
the leading painter and graphic artist Boris Karpov (1896-1968). (On this artist see: https://artchive.ru/
artists/73910~Boris_Nikolaevich_Karpov). The image on the issue of the 7 November 1948 bears the sig-
nature of M. Kalashnikova (I have found no information on her); the fourth portrait is unsigned.

Fig. 6 – Front page of the Pravda, 27 June 1945. 
The illustration, signed by Boris Karpov, depicts 
Stalin in his study with a framed reproduction of 
Otsup's photograph of Lenin hanging above his desk

Fig. 5 – V. Ivlin, Lenin reading the Pravda, 
1928. Copy after Otsup’s photograph [Fig. 3]
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the members of the Politburo (the highest policy-making authority of the Communist 
Party) gathered around a large map [Fig. 7],15 and a photograph taken in the 1940s that 
documents a meeting of the Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet (the permanent body 
which acted on behalf of the parliament when this was not in session) [Fig. 8].16 The 
Lenin picture also features conspicuously in a portrait of Stalin sitting on an elaborately 
carved chair, in an unidentifiable setting, which hangs in the Stalin museum at Gori, in 
Georgia, the dictator’s home town [Fig. 9]. It bears the date of 1933 and the signature 
appears to be that of the modernist artist Valerian Vladimirovich Sidamon-Eristavi.17  

15 On this master of ceremonial portrait, see esp. Anatolii Vasilevich Paramonov, Dmitry Nalbandyan 
(Moscow: Izobrazitelnoe Iskusstvo, 1986).

16 I draw this picture from Richard Overy, The Dictators. Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia (London: 
Allen Lane, 2004). The name of the photographer is not given.

17 I owe the identification of the signature to the kindness of Anita Pitsch. On this artist, see: https://
arthive.com/artists/26385~Valerian_Vladimirovich_SidamonEristavi.

Fig. 7 – Dmitry Nalbandyan, For the Joy of the People. Stalin and the Soviet leadership plot the future 
of the world, 1949. Painting. Location unknown
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Fig. 8 – Stalin at a meeting of the 
Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet, 1940

Fig. 9 – Valerian Vladimirovica Sidamon-Eristavi, 
Stalin, 1933. Painting. Stalin Museum, Gori, Georgia
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The recurrent presence of the Otsup photograph in images representing Stalin was part 
of the dictator’s general propaganda strategy of associating himself with Lenin in order 
to appear as his peer and direct heir, and thus legitimate his own policies.18 Ostup’s 
picture also featured on a stamp issued in 1945 to mark the 75th anniversary of Lenin’s 
birth [Fig. 10].

So famous was the photograph of Lenin reading the Pravda that it was adopted as 
a model by another supporter of the Revolution, Leon Trotsky (1879-1940), the skil-
ful organiser of the Red Army who became Lenin’s right-hand man. One of his best 
known photographs represents him at his desk reading The Militant, the newspaper of 
the Communist League of America, in a pose that closely echoes that of the Soviet leader 
[Fig. 11]. The picture was taken in 1931, by an unknown photographer, at the house on 
the island of Büyükada, in Turkey, which he inhabited for four years after Stalin expelled 
him from the Soviet Union in 1929.19 As well as expressing Trotsky’s admiration for 
Lenin, the imitation probably also implied that he considered himself his natural suc-
cessor.20 Trotsky was notably liquidated by Stalin who considered him a dangerous rival.

18 For numerous other examples of such portraits, see espec. Jonathon R. Dreeze, On the Creation of 
Gods. Lenin’s Image in Stalin’s Cult of Personality (Ohio State University, Master thesis, 2013); Anita Elizabeth 
Pisch, The Personality Cult of Stalin in Soviet posters, 1929-1953. Archetypes, Inventions and Fabrications 
(Camberra: Australian National University Press, 2016).

19 See Norman Stone, “Trotsky on Prinkipo”, Cornucopia. The Magazine for Connoisseurs of Turkey, 28 
(2003), http://www.cornucopia.net/magazine/articles/trotsky-on-prinkipo/.

20 It is worth mentioning as an aside that a portrait of Mussolini that shows him absorbed in Il Popolo 
d’Italia, the fascist daily he founded in 1914 [Fig. 12], also appears to be modelled on Otsup’s picture, 
although Henri Manuel’s photograph of Jean Jaurès is an equally plausible source. The fascist leader – a 
former high-ranking Socialist (he had been editor of the party’s organ Avanti!) – could have been familiar 
with either. Like the portraits of Lenin and Jaurès, Mussolini’s was disseminated as a post-card. This must 
have been produced shortly after 1922, when the fascist leader installed himself as Prime Minister.

Fig. 10 – Soviet stamp commemorating the 
75th anniversary of Lenin’s birth, 1945
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As the examples cited amply attest, by the 1940s Otsup’s photograph of Lenin read-
ing the Pravda had become iconic.21 The ICP propaganda department must have decid-
ed to model Togliatti’s portrait on it in order to suggest allegiance to the ideals of com-
munism and also celebrate him as Lenin’s Italian heir.22 The poster’s allusion to Lenin 

21 This is also confirmed by the picture’s afterlife, which extended well beyond Stalin’s reign and geo-
graphical boundaries. It featured on Russian stamps in 1957 and 1962 to commemorate the 40th anniver-
sary of the Revolution and the 50th anniversary of the founding of the Pravda respectively, and on a Polish 
stamp of 1970 to celebrate the centenary of Lenin’s birth. A giant enlargement of the photograph hangs 
in the office of the current editor-in-chief of the Pravda, Boris Komotsky (https://themoscowtimes.com/
news/pravda-hits-100-still-urging-workers-to-unite-14640). The photograph was also reprinted in Italy, as 
a post-card (undated); see Marco Gervasoni, La cartolina politica (Milan: M&B Publishing, 2004), 194.

22 Curiously, the Togliatti poster seems to have inspired, years later, a portrait of Giorgio Almirante, 
the leader of the neo-fascist Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI) [Fig. 13]. The posed photograph depicts him 
at his desk holding an issue of the party organ, Il Secolo d’Italia, that triumphantly announces the results 
of the Sicilian election of 13 June 1971 (the MSI scored 16,3 % of the vote). The picture is reproduced in 
Almirante’s Wikipedia biography (https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Giorgio Almirante); the entry is likely to 
have been provided by an official of a neo-fascist organization, as the hagiographic nature of the account 

Fig. 11 – Leon Trotsky reading The Militant, 1931
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Fig. 12 – Mussolini reading 
Il Popolo d’Italia, c. 1924. 
Postcard

Fig. 13 – Giorgio 
Almirante reading 
Il Secolo d’Italia 
of 13 June 1971. 
From the 
Wikipedia entry 
on Almirante
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may also have intended to evoke a parallelism with Lenin’s attempted assassination, 
which was carried out by the member of the Socialist Revolutionary Party Fanya Kaplan 
thirty years earlier, on 30 August 1918. As was to happen to Togliatti, this incident gave 
rise to a cult.23

Unlike Lenin, Togliatti is portrayed lighting his pipe. The motif is unusual for, 
though the communist leader did smoke a pipe,24 this was not a characterizing ele-
ment of his public persona (there seems to be no other photographs of him smoking). 
Moreover, Togliatti was most unlikely to have smoked after the attempted assassination: 
two of the bullets had reached his chest, as a result of which his respiratory system was 
seriously affected (one lung had to be removed and after the operation he contracted 
bronco-pneumonia).25 We must therefore treat the pipe as a symbolic motif rather than 
a realistic detail. This finds confirmation in two photographs reproduced on p. 4 of 
the supplement to l’Unità “Togliatti è tornato”: the first depicts Togliatti’s desk in full 
with a pipe resting on an ashtray; the second provides a detail of the desk focusing on 
three pipes. Since the pipe was one of Stalin’s hallmarks (the other was the moustache), 
one can reasonably argue that the pipe motif features in the Italian poster as a nod to 
“l’uomo che più di tutti ha fatto per la liberazione e per il progresso dell”umanità” (the 
man who has done more than anybody else for human freedom and progress), as l’Unità 
was to describe the Soviet leader on the front page of the issue of 6 March 1953, which 
announced his death. This suggestion is substantiated by an official photograph of Stalin 
lighting a pipe, taken in the 1930s by the renowned portrait photographer Max Alpert 
(1899-1980) [Fig. 14],26 which was reproduced on post-cards, and can be found in 
Communist literature published outside the USSR, such as the French Almanach ouvrier 
et paysan of 1948.27 Togliatti’s attitude bears such a close resemblance to that of Stalin 
that we can reasonably consider it as a deliberate imitation.

Through the reference to both Lenin and Stalin, the ICP poster celebrates Togliatti’s 
leadership by placing him in their excellent ideological lineage. The idea derives from 
the already mentioned iconographic genre that presents Stalin’s portrait alongside that 

suggests. Though it cannot be excluded that the MSI photograph was derived directly from that of Lenin, 
a visual source close to home seems to me more likely.

23 Victoria Bonnell, Iconography of Power. Soviet Political Posters Under Lenin and Stalin (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007), 141, 146.

24 Giorgio Bocca, Palmiro Togliatti (Milano: Mondadori 1991), 334.
25 For a detailed account of his medical condition see the biography written by his doctor: Mario 

Spallone, Vent’anni con Togliatti (Milano: Teti, 1976), 38-39, 45, 158.
26 Soviet Photography 1917-1940: the New Photojournalism, ed. by Sergei Morozov and Valerie Lloyd 

(London: Orbis, 1984), 124-135.
27 Almanach ouvrier et paysan: almanach de l’Humanité (Paris: Bureau d’éditions, 1948), 98.
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Fig. 14 – Max Alpert, Stalin, 1930s. 
This photograph was reproduced on 
a Soviet postcard and on Communist 
publications in Western Europe

of Lenin, but also with that depicting the great Communist thinkers and leaders in a 
sequence, of which Gustav Klutsis’s 1933 poster Raise higher the banner of Marx, Engels, 
Lenin and Stalin! [Fig. 15] is one of its most famous examples. In the Italian poster, 
however, the great revolutionaries who provide inspiration to Togliatti are evoked sur-
reptitiously. Two reasons explain their discreet presence. The first is that the explicit 
association of Togliatti with the Soviet luminaries would have laid the ICP open to 
its opponents’ oft-repeated accusation that it was subordinated to Moscow and hence 
unpatriotic.28 The second, and probably more important, reason is ‘internal’: so great 
was the awe Lenin and Stalin inspired in the Italian communists that the juxtaposition 
of Togliatti’s portrait with theirs would have been deemed irreverent, even bordering on 
the sacrilegious.29

28 The only picture known to me that features Togliatti together with Stalin is on the cover of Victor 
Schalashmiza’s Togliatti fedelissimo di Stalin (Milano; Roma: Oltrecortina, 1964) [Fig. 16]. However, the 
volume was intended to disparage the communist leader.

29 Equally, Maurice Thorez (1900-1964), who led the French Communist Party (FCP) from 1930 to 
1964, was virtually never represented with Stalin and/or Lenin. I thank Olivier Forlin for confirming this 
to me.
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Fig. 15 – Gustav Klucis, Raise higher the banner of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin!, poster, 1933

Fig. 16 – Cover of Victor Schalashmiza’s book 
Togliatti fedelissimo di Stalin, Oltrecortina, 
Milan-Rome, 1964

Fig. 17 – Christian-Democrat poster, 
parliamentary election, 1953
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It clearly follows from the above arguments on the poster’s sources that Togliatti’s 
apparently ordinary photograph capturing a private moment in his office (the leader 
lights his pipe before beginning to read l’Unità) is in fact carefully posed. We do not 
know who took the photograph and whose idea it was to refer to Lenin and Stalin 
cryptically. Togliatti, who had spent eighteen years in Russia (he lived in exile there 
from 1926 to 1944), must have been familiar with both pictures. We can assume that 
he was fully cognizant of the elaborate and astute expedient being devised to hide 
the heroes of his pantheon in plain sight. Given the importance of the event being 
announced and the fact that Togliatti’s effigy was being reproduced on a poster for the 
first time, the creation of this image must have been the result of collaborative efforts 
involving extensive discussions. Pietro Secchia (1903-1973), who was at the time in 
charge of the propaganda department and became acting Secretary General during 
Togliatti’s illness (he was one of his co-deputies), must have played a prominent role 
in them. It is worth noting that Secchia was a party official with particularly strong 
ties with the Soviet leadership.30

The question of the extent to which the concealed references were picked up by the 
public also needs to be addressed. Lenin’s and Stalin’s presence in the poster was not 
disclosed to readers of l’Unità and the periodicals Rinascita and Vie nuove, and was not 
noticed by the so-called independent press. It has also escaped the attention of schol-
ars who have studied the visual propaganda of the ICP. The vast majority of the people 
must have been unaware of the poster’s occult messages. However, some activists may 
have perceived the Soviet leaders incorporated Matrioshka fashion in Togliatti’s effigy, 
for post-cards, posters and illustrated magazines depicting them circulated widely in 
communist circles: they could be seen at party sections, the bookstores at the Festa 
dell’Unità, and so on.31 The Togliatti poster therefore features two levels of meaning: 
an immediately intelligible one addressed to the masses, as well as an opaque one 
aimed at an internal audience, whose purpose is the proud affirmation of the party’s 
identity.32 

30 Miriam Mafai, L’uomo che sognava la lotta armata. La storia di Pietro Secchia (Milano: Rizzoli, 1984).
31 The image of Stalin lighting his pipe was sufficiently well known in Italy to have been appropriated 

for parodic reasons by the Christian-Democrat Party. An election poster of 1953, produced to campaign in 
Communist-run Bologna, features a cartoon portrait of Stalin focusing on his moustache and the pipe that 
corresponds to that of the Soviet photograph [Fig. 17]. The hand the dictator uses to hold the pipe finds its 
equivalent in that of a supporter of the MSI, shown providing the light with the tri-coloured flame of the 
neo-fascist party’s symbol. The point being made in the poster is that far left and far right are fundamentally 
the same. The Christian-Democrat Party’s equidistance from both extremes as a guarantee of democracy in 
Italy was a recurrent theme of the party’s propaganda.

32 On covert communication, also referred to as steganography, see Eric Cole, Hiding in Plain Sight 
(Indianapolis: Wily, 2003). This practice has been pursued by the Italian far right too; see below.
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The importance the ICP attached to the 1948 portrait is attested by its re-use, five years 
later, on the poster it issued to celebrate Togliatti’s 60th birthday [Fig. 18].33 The original 
photograph underwent some editing. The somewhat nondescript background gave way to 
an abstracted Italian tricolour that neatly fitted the poster’s horizontal format. As a result 
Togliatti’s bust is emphasized because his left shoulder and arm have become more visible. 
The accompanying text – “L’Unità saluta il difensore della democrazia e dell’indipendenza 
nazionale” (L’Unità greets the guardian of democracy and national independence) – en-

33 This recycling would surprise us in normal circumstances since a birthday celebration implies the 
acknowledgement that the body ages with the passing of time.

Fig. 18 – ICP poster 
celebrating Togliatti’s 
60th birthday 1953

Fig. 19 – ICP post-card 
celebrating Togliatti’s 
60th birthday, 1953
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Fig. 20-22. Folding postcard produced 
by Rinascita in 1953 inviting 
subscription to the magazine as a 
birthday present to Togliatti. The image 
depicts the leader giving a speech at the 
party’s national commission for cultural 
affairs in Rome, 1952

dorses the patriotic message expressed by the flag. The explicit glorification of national 
independence complements the cryptic reference to the Soviet leaders to evoke the leit-
motif that the ICP is both Italian and internationalist. A post-card produced for the same 
occasion expresses this idea more manifestly: it depicts Togliatti smiling, as befits someone 
who is enjoying his birthday festivities, while a crowd of activists wave the Communist, 
Italian and peace flags to cheer him [Fig. 19]. Ingeniously, the Communist and Italian flag 
shown parallel to Togliatti’s face have been made to overlap partly so that the red flag and 
the red band of the tricolour merge into one. Special prominence has been given to the 
theme of peace through an extensive use of blue: both the background to the picture and 
the strip on which the text “Una vita per l’Italia, la Pace, il Socialismo” (A life devoted to 
Italy, to Peace, to Socialism) have been reproduced are so coloured.34

34 On the theme of peace, namely the banning of all nuclear weapons, in the communist discourse of 
the period, see Gozzini and Martinelli, “Dall’attentato a Togliatti all’8° congresso”, 174-183.
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A post-card was also produced by Rinascita in connection with Togliatti’s 60th 
birthday [Figs 20-22]. It has a 21x15cm format which, when folded in the middle, 
turns into a four-side document. Its celebrative function is not immediately evident 
because the picture on the front shows the general secretary delivering a speech. The 
second side reproduces a long quotation from his address, preceded by the title “Per 
una cultura libera, avanzata e progressiva” (For a culture that is free, advanced and 
progressive), together with the explanation that it was given at the meeting of the 
party’s national commission for cultural affairs held in Rome in April 1952. The third 
side looks like the back of an ordinary post-card. Togliatti’s name and his address at 
the ICP’s national headquarters in Via delle Botteghe Oscure in Rome, printed on 
its right-hand side, are an invitation to send him the document. Only the text at the 
top of the fourth side makes explicit the connection with the leader’s birthday: “Il 
miglior regalo per il compagno Togliatti, in occasione del suo 60° compleanno, è un 
abbonamento a Rinascita” (The best gift for comrade Togliatti, on the occasion of his 
60th birthday, is a subscription to Rinascita).

Togliatti’s 60th birthday celebrations35 hint at Stalin: they would not have taken place 
had the Soviet leader’s 70th birthday not been marked, four years earlier, with spectacular 
and long-lasting festivities.36 Stalin’s example legitimized a practice that the ICP would 
normally have condemned as a form of personality cult. It should however be noted that 
the text on the post-card is not a conventional message of good wishes: it links Togliatti’s 
mature age to his long period of political activism.

The photograph of Togliatti reproduced on the Rinascita post-card invites some com-
ments. Aesthetically-speaking it is weak: the protagonist’s right hand gesture is awk-
wardly frozen, the background is nondescript, the bulky wooden lectern occupies an 
unnecessarily conspicuous part of the image and a half-hidden unidentifiable figure 
lurks strangely at the back. The ICP must have opted for a far from perfect photograph 
to suggest authenticity. This aesthetic approach may be treated as a conscious reaction 
against the fascist regime’s practice of editing all photographs of the Duce in order to 
present him as a visually unblemished charismatic figure. The iconography of the leader 
addressing a visible or implicit audience had such strong mussolinian overtones,37 that 
the party must have felt it especially necessary to distance itself from the polished and 
formal style favoured by the regime.

35 The communist weekly Vie nuove devoted a special issue to Togliatti’s birthday on 29 March 1953.
36 Plamper, The Stalin Cult.
37 On the Duce’s ritual of speaking to a crowd, from his balcony at Piazza Venezia in Rome, see 

George L. Mosse, Nationalization of the Masses (New York: Howard Fertig, 1975), 109-110.
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Another post-card showing Togliatti speaking confirms that the ICP shunned a sol-
emn approach. It depicts the leader at the Festa dell’Unità at the Caracalla Baths in Rome 
on 29 September 1946,38 and was probably issued shortly after the event) [Fig. 23]. The 
post-card features such ‘imperfections’ as two unidentifiable, partly screened figures and 
a communist flag that flutters waywardly forming an irregular and partly blurred shape. 
Though ‘rough’, this picture has not been chosen randomly: the hammer and sickle 
motif on the flag ‘touches’ Togliatti’s head thus drawing our attention to his function as 
leader (or head) of the Communist Party. The reliance on ‘truthful’ images was in keep-
ing with the warts-and-all aesthetics of neorealism, which the ICP ardently supported. 

38 The postcard bears no caption other than Togliatti’s full name and the nom de plume “Ercoli” with 
which he signed his articles during fascism. However, some details – the white badge the leader wears on 
the left lapel of the jacket, the lectern covered with cloth, the shape of the microphone and the ancient 
walls in the background – have enabled me to identify the event because they correspond to those in a well 
documented photograph of the communist rally at the Caracalla Baths, preserved at the Fondo Armando 
Bruni/Archivio RCS Periodici of the Fondazione Corriere della Sera [Fig. 31].

Fig. 23 – ICP post-card depicting 
Togliatti at the Festa dell’Unità, 
Caracalla Baths, Rome, 
29 September 1946
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Moreover, the spontaneous, snapshot-like style reflected a practice that was current in 
the Soviet Union: Stalin rarely posed for photographers or artists because he liked to 
be represented as a man of action, a true Bolshevik, rather than as a ‘sitter’; moreover, 
socialist realist aesthetics required that portraits be based on existing photographic and 
cinematographic depictions.39

On the model of the numerous posters that showed Stalin and Lenin in the same 
picture frame, arranged in a variety of compositional schemes, the ICP realised some 

39 Plamper, The Stalin Cult, 144.

Fig. 24 – ICP poster 
and postcard celebrating 
the 30th anniversary 
of the ICP, 1951

Fig. 25 – “Long live 
the great party of 
Lenin-Stalin – leader 
and organiser of the 
victorious building of 
socialism!” 
Soviet poster designed 
by L. Stenberg, 1951
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printed propaganda featuring the effigies of Togliatti and Gramsci to present the post-
war leader as the continuator of the endeavours of the party’s founder.40

A photomontage showing Togliatti and Antonio Gramsci side by side with a prom-
inent display of red flags in the background that allows glimpses of the tricolours 
[Fig. 24] follows the typology of the two Soviet personalities placed horizontally in 
an echoing posture [Fig. 25]. The image was reproduced on a poster and a post-card, 
as well as on the cover of the 15 January 1951 issue of the communist periodical 
Quaderno dell’attivista to mark the 30th anniversary of the party’s foundation. The 
imitation of the Soviet typology is evident even though Gramsci and Togliatti are de-
picted almost frontally (they are very slightly turned towards our left), rather than in 
profile. Showing the two leaders in profile would have been considered inappropriate 
because of the strong imperial connotations this mode of representation has in Italian 
visual culture (Roman emperors were so represented on coins). Moreover, the only 
profile picture of Gramsci available, that taken by the police when he was impris-
oned,41 exuded such an aura because it epitomised his martyrdom, that it could not 
have been paired with the profile photograph of a leader who had survived fascism by 
seeking refuge in the Soviet Union.

Another illustration, reproduced on the cover of the Vie nuove issue of 21 January 
1951 to celebrate the same anniversary [Fig. 26], relies on the iconography of Stalin 
standing solemnly before a drawn, painted or sculpted portrait of his mentor. Togliatti 
is here depicted wearing a double-breasted suit, arranged frontally close to the picture 
plane and set against a red banner featuring Gramsci’s effigy.42 The composition seems 
to have been based more specifically on that of a 1950 poster designed by Alexander 
Mythnikov that shows a stiff Stalin in full uniform before a red flag incorporating Lenin’s 
portrait [Fig. 27]. The theme of commemoration shared by the magazine’s issue and the 

40 The association of Gramsci with Togliatti skims over the fact that, though they worked together 
for a number of years, they often disagreed on questions of revolutionary strategy and tactics. For a concise 
account of these differences and of the criticisms that have been levelled at the ICP for constructing a bogus 
continuity narrative, see David Forgacs, “Gramsci Undisabled”, Modern Italy, 21, 4 (2016), special issue 
on Iconic Images in Modern Italy: Politics, Culture and Society, ed. by Martina Caruso and Alessandra Antola 
Swan): 347-350.

41 The mug shot may have been taken in 1928, just after his incarceration in Turi, near Bari. See 
Forgacs, “Gramsci Disabled”, 351, fig. 9.

42 The portrait of Togliatti featured in the photomontage derives from a photograph depicting him 
against a nondescript background. Vie nuove reproduced it in colour on a post-card that was probably sold 
to coincide with the party’s 30th anniversary celebrations. The ICP rarely represented Togliatti in colour in 
its official literature; it must have relaxed its customary sober approach in view of the festive nature of the 
occasion. Togliatti is depicted in black and white on the cover of the 21 January 1951 issue of Vie nuove to 
make him stand out against the red flag; however his tie has been coloured red.
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Fig. 26 – Cover of Vie nuove, 21 January 1951, 
devoted to the 30th anniversary of the ICP

Fig. 27 – “26 years without Lenin, but still 
on Lenin’s path”. Soviet poster designed by 
Alexander Mythnikov, 1950

Fig. 28 – Studio photograph 
of Antonio Gramsci, c. 1922



136

LUCIANO CHELES

Fig. 29 – ICP postcard reproducing a photograph which purports to document Togliatti’s speech 
made on 12 January 1950 at the funeral of six workers killed by the police during a demonstration in 
Modena on 9 January 1950

poster (the latter’s slogan runs: “26 years without Lenin, but still on Lenin’s path”) sup-
ports such a suggestion.

Not only their postures, but the facial expressions and the direction of the looks of 
Gramsci and Togliatti have also been made to match [Figs 24, 26], as indeed is the case 
with the portraits of Lenin and Stalin [Figs 25, 27], to stress the point that the contem-
porary leaders share the same vision of the world of their respective mentors and pursue 
the same objectives. Some graphic features of the Gramsci-Togliatti images, however, 
partly undermine the supremacy of the founder of ICP. On the poster celebrating the 
party’s 30th anniversary Gramsci’s iconic photographic portrait – the full-face one we 
see featured on the cover of innumerable publications by and about him43 – has been 
reproduced in reverse (he appears turning very slightly to the viewer’s left, rather than to 

43 On this iconic photograph, see Forgacs, “Gramsci Undisabled”, 345-347, who suggests it may have 
been taken in 1922, when Gramsci was in Moscow as a delegate to the Communist International.
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the right) to make it correspond with Togliatti’s effigy [Figs 24, 28]. On the front page 
of Vie nuove Gramsci’s portrait has been depicted the correct way, but his pupils have 
been retouched to make him glance sideways as Togliatti does [Figs 26, 28]. It should 
also be noted that in the latter image, unlike what happens in its probable Soviet source 
and in most portraits representing Lenin and Stalin in the same frame, Togliatti features 
on the left side – a side usually ascribed to the elder figure, since we read from left to 
right – and Gramsci on the other.44 By making Gramsci’s portraits adapt to Togliatti’s 
rather than vice-versa,45 the (ideological) model has been turned (pictorially) into his 
successor’s emulator.

Post-cards featuring Togliatti’s effigy were also issued to respond to tragic events. 
A post-card was produced in 1950 to document Togliatti’s indignation at the kill-

ing of six workers by the police during a demonstration against their dismissals by the 
Modena foundry that employed them, on 9 January that same year. The photograph 
depicts him addressing an invisible crowd in a blank setting. It is accompanied by the 
following text, which, as is explained immediately after, is a quote from the speech he 
made “before the coffins of the six Modena martyrs” [Fig. 29]:

LA SOCIETÀ MALEDETTA…
Una società che non sa dare lavoro a tutti coloro che la compongono è una società 
maledetta; maledetti sono gli uomini che, fieri di avere nelle mani il potere, si 
assiedono al vertice di questa società maledetta, e con la violenza delle armi, con 
l’assassinio e l’eccidio respingono la richiesta più umile che l’uomo possa avanzare: 
la richiesta di lavoro.

(THE CURSED SOCIETY…
A society that cannot provide jobs to everyone is a cursed society; cursed are the 
men who, hardened by the power in their hands, occupy the top echelons of this 
cursed society and, through armed violence, through murder and through massa-
cre, reject the most humble plea a man can make: the plea for work.)

We are given to understand that the picture refers to the funeral ceremony of 12 
January. However, when one compares it with the photograph that appeared on the front 
page of the special supplement to l’Unità of 13 January, with a similar shot that is repro-
duced in Eva Paola Amendola’s Storia fotografica del Partito Comunista Italiano [Fig. 30],46  

44 On Lenin’s position in relation to Stalin, see Plamper, The Stalin Cult, 41. For several examples, see 
Pisch, The Personality Cult of Stalin.

45 Clearly, it would have been more appropriate if Togliatti’s ordinary photograph were made to con-
form to Gramsci’s iconic one.

46 Storia fotografica del Partito Comunista Italiano (Roma: Editori Riuniti, 2006), vol. 2, fig. 201. The 
source of the photograph is not given.
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or with the relevant excerpts from the documentary I fatti di Modena, which was realized 
by Carlo Lizzani,47 we note that in these Togliatti does not wear a jacket, but a heavy 
coat, as one might expect him to do in wintry Emilia-Romagna. The image of Togliatti 
reproduced on the post-card is the edited version of a snapshot of him speaking at 
the already mentioned Festa dell’Unità at the Caracalla Baths on 29 September 1946 
[Fig. 31]. This photograph shows Togliatti, one arm outstretched, and a small group of 
people standing behind him, against the backdrop of the walls of the ancient baths com-
plex. The architectural setting and the figures by the leader have been excluded from the 
image on the post-card to conceal the fact that the picture is unrelated to the Modena 
event. The point was made above that the ICP believed in the necessity to use ‘authentic’ 
photographs. However, to illustrate Togliatti’s outrage at the Modena tragedy a powerful 
image was needed, one that could match the leader’s strongly-worded quote from his 

47 This documentary, which Lizzani produced for the ICP in 1950, can be viewed at https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=hIs03vsBvQo.

Fig. 30 – Authentic photograph of 
Togliatti addressing a crowd at the 
funeral of the Modena workers on 
12 January 1950

Fig. 31 – Togliatti speaking at the 
Festa dell’Unità, Caracalla Baths, 
Rome, 29 September 1946
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Fig. 32 – Lenin speaking in Red 
Square, Moscow, 1st May 1919

Fig. 33 – Monumental sculpture of Lenin 
(1926) in front of the Finland Railway 
Station in ex-Petrograd

Fig. 34 – ICP membership card, 1967, commemorating the 50th anniversary of the October Revolution
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speech and corresponding heading “LA SOCIETÀ MALEDETTA…”:48 the 1946 por-
trait showing him frontally with his arm fully extended fitted the bill considerably better 
than the genuine snapshot of the leader wrapped in his coat, seen from behind. The use 
of a manipulated photograph of Togliatti gesturing dramatically, shot from below, may 
also have been deemed legitimate because it evoked one of Lenin’s most iconic portraits: 
that which depicts him standing on a podium, speaking with his right arm outstretched 
in Moscow’s Red Square on 1st May 1919 at the unveiling ceremony of the monument 
to Stepan Razin [Fig. 32].49 This photograph, on which the equally famous monumental 
sculpture of Lenin erected in 1926 in front of the Finland Railway Station in ex-Petro-
grad was modelled [Fig. 33], has become an emblem of communism. The ICP repro-
duced it on its membership card in 1967 to mark the 50th anniversary of the Russian 
Revolution [Fig. 34]. It should be noted that Stalin was also frequently represented on 
posters with his right hand raised, probably in emulation of Lenin.50

Another post-card worth focusing upon is that featuring the general secretary at bust 
length, together with the slogan “VIVA PALMIRO TOGLIATTI!” and a quotation 
from the parliamentary address he had given shortly before the attempt on his life: “Il 
nostro dovere è oggi di chiamare tutto il popolo italiano a combattere per la pace d’Italia, 
d’Europa, del mondo intiero” (Our duty today is to urge all Italians to fight for peace 
in Italy, in Europe and in the whole world) [Fig. 35].51 It must have been produced in 
the early 1950s because on its back a text explains that the proceeds from the sale of the 
post-card, which costs 20 Lire, will go to the victims of “Scelba’s and De Gasperi’s police 
state” and their families. The reference is to the casualties of the hardline attitude to-
wards strikes and demonstrators adopted by De Gasperi’s minister of the interior Mario 
Scelba, who was in office from 1947 to 1953.

All the portraits discussed so far featured on printed material that was mostly aimed 
at party supporters. Togliatti’s effigy on a poster made its first truly ‘public’ appearance 
during the campaign for the parliamentary election of 7 June 1953. The ICP may have 
felt compelled to relinquish its misgivings about presenting its leader to the ‘outside 
world’ on a medium that fascism had extensively exploited to exalt the Duce because its 
main competitor, the Christian-Democrat Party, had plastered the walls of Italian cities 

48 Togliatti’s eloquence was usually calm and rational. See Enrico Paradisi, “Il discorso comunista del se-
condo dopoguerra”, La lingua italiana in movimento, ed. by Various Authors (Firenze: Accademia della Crusca, 
1982), 199-204. The leader must have adopted a dramatic register in view of the grievous nature of the event.

49 Razin was a Cossack leader who led an uprising against the nobility and the tsarist bureaucracy in 
Southern Russia in 1670-1671.

50 On the iconography of Lenin and Stalin standing on podiums with outstretched arms, see Bonnell, 
Iconography of Power, 144-146, 165-166.

51 The source of the quotation is provided by Pietro Secchia in Lo sciopero del 14 luglio (Roma: CDS, 
1948).
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and towns with portraits of its head, Alcide De Gasperi. It is interesting to compare 
the ways in which the two politicians have been represented. The photograph that was 
reproduced on the Togliatti poster [Fig. 36] (only one portrait was used for that cam-
paign) is devoid of aesthetic concessions: the nondescript lighting and the ill-defined 
shadows in the background are meant to present it as an ordinary photograph, rather 
than a studio one. It should also be pointed out that the picture occupies only a portion 
of the poster: the figure of the leader has been played down to the benefit of the long text 
(the poster’s political contents). Togliatti’s gaze is directed towards the viewer.52 His head 
is tilted slightly to his left and he smiles affably – an attitude betraying the intention 
to be endearing.53 This relaxed approach must have been adopted to soften the uncom-

52 Togliatti is often represented addressing the onlooker directly [Figs 23, 24, 35, 36, 44], though not 
usually in the images that show him engaging in various political activities (giving a speech, reading l’Unità, 
etc.) because these are snapshots, or meant to appear as such.

53 See Joseph Messinger, Ces gestes qui vous séduisent (Paris: First Editions, 2004), 101: “[The head 
tilted towards the left], often coming with a serene expression, and even a faint smile, [can] be considered 

Fig. 35 – ICP post-card issued to raise 
funds in support of the victims of the police 
repression, early 1950s

Fig. 36 – ICP poster, parliamentary 
election, 1953
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promisingly combative message that urges Italians to put an end to the Cold War and 
the rule of the ‘clerical party’. Interestingly, the photograph was originally used on the 
cover of the 29 March 1953 issue of Vie nuove, the special issue celebrating Togliatti’s 
60th birthday [Fig. 37]. De Gasperi’s propaganda portraits [Figs 38, 39] are, in contrast, 
polished, formal and hagiographic: they depict him with an austere and meditative ex-
pression, and their slogans – “Lavora per l’Italia” (He is working for Italy) and “Senza 
forche, senza dittatura, quest’uomo semplice e grande ha salvato l’Italia” (Without gal-
lows, without tyranny, this man both great and unassuming has saved Italy) – praise his 
alleged efforts and ability to rescue Italy from the economic devastation caused by the 
war.54 In both posters, the leader’s gaze is directed outward with a vanishing point out-
side the picture. The upward glance De Gasperi casts in the portrait in [Fig. 38] presents 
him as a spiritual and visionary leader.

as a sign of seduction”.
54 The mention that De Gasperi was “unassuming” and that his successes were achieved without re-

sorting to extreme measures and undemocratic methods attests that the Christian-Democrat Party too was 
conscious of the danger that the portrait of a leader on public display could trigger fascist associations.

Fig. 37 – Cover of Vie nuove, 29 March 1953, 
special issue devoted to Togliatti’s 60th 

birthday
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The portraits of Togliatti that the ICP produced on the occasion of his death, which 
occurred on 21 August 1964, deserve particular attention, in view of the momentous 
nature of the event.

We will begin by considering the black and white framed picture that was placed in 
the room of the ICP headquarters in Via delle Botteghe Oscure where Togliatti lay in 
state from 23 to 25 August. It is a studio portrait depicting the leader with flaccid traits, 
a furrowed forehead and a sombre expression. A post-card with this image was also pro-
duced [Fig. 40]. On its back ran the following text:

PALMIRO TOGLIATTI È MORTO. Con lui scompare il grande protagonista di 
quarant’anni di storia del nostro Paese, del movimento operaio e internazionale. I 
compagni, i lavoratori, i democratici tutti si stringano commossi nell’estremo saluto 
all’uomo che ha legato indissolubilmente il suo nome alla lotta contro il fascismo, 
alla rinascita democratica dell’Italia, alla causa della pace, della democrazia e del 
socialismo. Nel Partito Comunista Italiano vive oggi e vivrà per sempre l’insegna-
mento di Palmiro Togliatti. Il Comitato Centrale del Partito Comunista Italiano

Fig. 38 – Christian-Democrat Party poster, 
De Gasperi, parliamentary election, 1953

Fig. 39 – Christian-Democrat Party poster, 
De Gasperi, parliamerntary election, 1953
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(PALMIRO TOGLIATTI IS DEAD. The leading figure of forty years of our 
Country’s history and of the international workers movement has left us. We ex-
hort the comrades, the workers and all democrats to come together to pay their 
last heart-felt respects to the man whose name is inextricably tied to the struggle 
against fascism, the rebirth of democratic Italy, and the causes of peace, democracy 
and socialism. Palmiro Togliatti’s teachings are alive and will live on forever in the 
Italian Communist Party. The Central Committee of the Italian Communist Party)

The Soviet Union issued a commemorative stamp that reproduced this very portrait 
[Fig. 41] in September of that year.

Three posters were also produced by the ICP on the occasion of the funeral.55

The first is made up of a black and white photograph representing Togliatti smiling 
and greeting us with a gesture that is meant to be interpreted as a farewell, and a text that 
is identical to that featured in the post-card that has just been described [Fig. 42]. Copies 
of the poster were pasted up along via delle Botteghe Oscure, where they were seen by 
the huge numbers of people who streamed in to pay their last homage to Togliatti.

The second poster features a snapshot of the leader speaking with the communist flag 
in the background [Fig. 43]. The text here reads:

21 AGOSTO. TOGLIATTI “Guardiamo al nostro Paese, che noi amiamo, per il 
bene del quale abbiamo lavorato e combattuto e al quale vogliamo dare e daremo, 
con la vittoria della democrazia e del socialismo, laicità, benessere e progresso, 
sicurezza, indipendenza, libertà e pace”. Palmiro Togliatti

(21st AUGUST. TOGLIATTI “Let’s take care of our country, a country we love. 
We have worked and fought for her good, we want to give her, and will give her 
secularism, prosperity and progress, security, independence, freedom and peace 
when democracy and socialism will triumph”. Palmiro Togliatti)

However the image of Togliatti that was given the greatest prominence during the 
bereavement period and, as we shall see, in later years too, is that which shows him 
delivering a speech with a large portrait bust of Gramsci behind him. This photograph 
featured full page in l’Unità on 22 August, the issue that announced Togliatti’s death. 
Appropriately it was reproduced on the last page of the daily. It became iconic when, 
on the day of his mass funeral (25 August), a giant reproduction of it was used as a 

55 From the “Promemoria cose da fare e relative responsabilità” (Memorandum of things to do and 
those in charge of them) detailing the organization of Togliatti’s funeral ceremony we learn that Giancarlo 
Paietta, the party’s official responsible for foreign affairs, was to deal with “the poster”, but are not told 
which poster and who actually devised it. Fondazione Gramsci. Archivi del Partito Comunista, Partito. 
Segreteria 1964, microfilm 028, 1622-1623.
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Fig. 40 – ICP post-card issued on the 
occasion of Togliatti’s death, 1964

Fig. 41 – Soviet stamp commemorating 
Togliatti’s death, 1964

Figs 42, 43 – ICP posters issued on the occasion of Togliatti’s funeral, August 1964
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Fig. 44 – Togliatti’s funeral in Piazza San Giovanni, Rome, 25 August 1964 
(Photographic Archive of the Istituto Gramsci, Bologna)

backdrop to the stage in Piazza San Giovanni in Rome from which Italian and foreign 
personalities spoke [Fig. 44].56 It then featured, albeit deprived of Gramsci’s effigy, on 
the poster advertising L’Italia con Togliatti, the documentary on the funeral directed 
by Carlo Lizzani, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani, and other left-wing film-makers, which 
was released at the end of 1964 [Fig. 45]. The image was reproduced in full the follow-
ing year on the party’s recruitment poster [Fig. 46] and membership card. It was used 

56 This photograph is here reproduced with kind permission from the Archivio del Partito Comunista 
Italiano, Federazione di Bologna – Fondazione Gramsci Emilia-Romagna. For a detailed account of the 
funeral, Livio Karrer, “Una difficile traslazione. I funerali di Palmiro Togliatti e di Enrico Berlinguer”, 
Dimensioni e problemi della ricerca storica, 2 (2011): 109-143.
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again without Gramsci’s portrait in 1966 on the poster advertising the 11th national 
congress of the ICP [Fig. 47], as well as on the cover of Togliatti’s volume Comunisti 
e cattolici (published by Editori Riuniti, the party’s publishing house) [Fig. 48], and 
in complete form in 1971 on the poster commemorating the ICP’s 50th anniversary 
[Fig. 49].

Considered together, the portraits that were disseminated to mourn him, that de-
picting Togliatti as an ageing person and the portraits that showed him in his official ca-
pacity, enshrine the concept of the leader’s two bodies: his physical one, which is mortal, 
and his political one, which is perennial because his achievements will be espoused and 
carried forward by others. In fact, even when taken individually, the two non-political 
portraits (the sombre portrait reproduced on a postcard and that with the farewell ges-

Fig. 45 – Poster advertising the documentary on 
Togliatti’s funeral directed by various left-wing 
directors in 1964

Fig. 46 – ICP recruitment poster, 1965
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Fig. 47 – Poster announcing the 11th national 
congress of the ICP, 1966

Fig. 48 – Cover of Togliatti’s Comunisti e 
cattolici, Editori Riuniti, 1966

ture that featured on posters [Figs. 40, 42]) incorporate the same twin concept: they are 
both complemented by texts praising his political contribution and stressing that his 
deeds will live on. The text-less portrait placed close to Togliatti’s coffin merely follows a 
customary mourning practice.57

All the images that were released immediately after Togliatti’s death were rigorous-
ly in black and white – a sobriety indicative of mourning. The only touch of colour 
could be found on the poster that depicted him with the communist flag: the word 
“TOGLIATTI” was printed in red [Fig. 43]. Chromatic lustre was ascribed only to the 
artefacts with the portrait of Togliatti speaking that were produced after the funeral cer-
emonies were over: red dominates the posters advertising the documentary L’Italia con 
Togliatti, the party’s 11th national congress and, as already noted, the commemorations 
of the ICP’s 50th anniversary.

57 See Bonnell, Iconography of Power, 148-152 for the concept of the leader’s two bodies formulated in 
relation to Lenin.
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Fig. 49 – Poster commemorating the 50th 

anniversary of the ICP, 1971

Fig. 50 – Programme of the conference Togliatti e la democrazia italiana, organised by the 
Associazione culturale ‘il Migliore’ and the Casa delle culture, Rome in 2014
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The picture representing Togliatti with the Gramsci portrait in the background 
needs to be dwelt upon. Research into the LUCE archives reveals that it originates 
from one of a series of photographs that were taken on 14 November 1959 in the 
salone of the Central Committee at the Botteghe Oscure headquarters to document 
the press conference Togliatti gave to illustrate the preparatory documents for the par-
ty’s 9th congress that was to take place from 30 January to 4 February 1960. The full 
photographs show the general secretary on his feet delivering his speech, with party 
officials Enrico Bonazzi, Giorgio Amendola, Franco Calamandrei, Giancarlo Pajetta 
and Enrico Berlinguer sitting beside him.58 Though the precise shot from which the 
detail has been extracted cannot be traced, the event it refers to can be identified with 
near-certainty because of the distinctive features of the Gramsci portrait hanging on 
the wall, namely the laurel branch and swirling scroll that exalt it. This temporary 
stage setting appears not to have been used for other communist events held at the 
Botteghe Oscure or elsewhere.59

It is legitimate to wonder why the party’s directorate chose this particular photograph 
of Togliatti out of the many that were available to honour him on the occasion of his 
death and in later years too. Gramsci’s presence in the background no doubt partly ac-
counts for this choice: it enables the ICP to link Togliatti’s stature with that of his prede-
cessor, and pre-empt possible accusations that it was using the funeral ceremony to build 
a Stalin-like personality cult.60 To this explanation one may add another: the picture 
could have been adopted because it resembles (totally accidentally) the painting Stalin 
at the 18th Party Congress, 1939, realised by the leading socialist realist artist Aleksandr 
Gerasimov (1881-1963) in 1939 [Fig. 51]:61 the figure of Togliatti gesturing with his 
right hand – a hand extended towards the audience in heavily foreshortened form – and 
holding a sheet of paper with his left one corresponds in fact to the way Stalin is rep-
resented there. Gerasimov’s portrait seems to have been well known: it appeared on a 
Bulgarian stamp released in 1949 celebrating Stalin’s 70th birthday [Fig. 52],62 and was 

58 See l’Unità, 15 November 1959, 1, 10-11. For the series of photos, see: http://senato.archivio-
luce.it/senato-luce/scheda/foto/IL0000009326/11/Conferenza-stampa-di-Palmiro-Togliatti-a-Botteghe-
Oscure-in-piedi-tra-Pajetta-e-Franco-Calamandrei-piano-americano.html?indexPhoto=12. Strangely, none 
of these photos was used to illustrate the articles in l’Unità.

59 This is confirmed to me by Anna Tonelli.
60 For this concern, see Karrer, “Una difficile traslazione”, 115-116.
61 The painting hangs in the Rosizo State Museum and Exhibition Centre in Moscow. On Gerasimov, 

a socialist realist artist greatly appreciated by Stalin, see Boris Groys and Max Hollein, Dream Factory 
Communism. The Visual Culture of the Stalin Era (Ostfildern-Ruit [Germany]: Hatje Cantz, 2003), 375-376.

62 Alexander Kolchinsky, “Stalin on Stamps and Other Philatelic Materials: Design, Propaganda, 
Politics”, The Carl Beck Papers in Russian and East European Studies, 2301 (2013): 5-76, 13.
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reproduced en abyme in a painting by Mikhail Soloviev (1905-1991), dated 1950, that 
exalted women’s emancipation (a young woman is represented addressing an audience 
before the portrait of Stalin whose rhetorical skills she is striving to emulate) [Fig. 53].63 
The suggestion that Togliatti’s portrait was chosen because it recalled Gerasimov’s por-
trait of Stalin can be substantiated: a giant replica of this painting was used as a backdrop 
to the speech Togliatti gave at the Teatro Adriano in Rome on 18 December 1949 to 
celebrate the Soviet leader’s 70th birthday.64 A photograph of him speaking before the 

63 For an analysis of this painting, see Pisch, The Personality Cult of Stalin, 259. The image continues 
to exercise some fascination in some political quarters. It was recently reproduced on the cover of the Hindi 
edition of Stalin’s Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR (New Delhi: Kamgar Prakashan, 2017).

64 The use of Gerasimov’s 1939 portrait of Stalin by both the Bulgarian philatelic authorities and the 
ICP in 1949 to commemorate the Soviet leader’s 70th birthday is probably coincidental.

Fig. 51 – Alexandr Gerasimov, Stalin at the 18th 
party congress, 1939. Painting, Rosizo State 
Museum and Exhibition Centre, Moscow

Fig. 52 – Bulgarian stamp celebrating Stalin’s 
70th birthday, 1949
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Stalin picture, one of several that were taken on that occasion [Fig. 54], can be seen on 
the front page of l’Unità of 20 December.65 The mise-en-scène of the event, as well as 
the photograph that reproduced it, were meant to evoke the canonical theme of Stalin 
as a source of inspiration. Fifteen years after it was used as a backdrop at the Botteghe 
Oscure headquarters, Stalin’s portrait appears not to have been forgotten by some mem-
bers of the apparatchik of the ICP: they used it as an iconographic model when choosing 
an emblematic picture of Togliatti. The Italian communist leader had become one of 
Stalin’s main critics after 1956, when Nikita Khrushchev denounced the Soviet lead-
er for the cult of personality he had fostered and the crimes he had perpetrated; but 
the de-Stalinization process did not occur overnight and was not shared by the entire 

65 l’Unità’s photograph being of poor quality, I am reproducing here another picture from the same 
series, which I draw from Aldo Agosti’s seminal biography, Palmiro Togliatti (Torino: UTET, 1996), facing 
p. 417 (the source of the photograph is not given).

Fig. 54 – Togliatti speaking at the Teatro Adriano, 
Rome, to celebrate Stalin’s 70th birthday, 
18 December 1949

Fig. 53 – “‘Such women didn’t and couldn’t 
exist in the old days’ I. V. Stalin”. 
Poster designed by Mikhail Soloviev, 1950
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leadership of the ICP. Arguably, the 1959 photograph of Togliatti speaking, which was 
given pride of place at the funeral ceremony and used repeatedly in the few years that 
followed, was intended as a nod to a hypothetical public of Stalinist diehards – a nod 
that was in all probability perceived only by an exclusive group of party stalwarts. The 
ambiguity is flagrant in the 1966 and 1971 posters, for while they show Togliatti imper-
sonating Stalin, the slogans proclaim the party’s independence from Moscow: the texts 
speak in fact of the “via italiana al socialismo” (Italian way to socialism) and “nostra via 
verso il socialismo” (our way to socialism) [Figs. 47, 49].66 The use of the tricolour in the 
1971 poster, albeit one where the red band is preponderant because of the nature of the 
commemoration, reiterates the theme of the party’s autonomy.

It should be pointed out that the practice of modelling a political figure on the 
canonical representations of one’s guiding lights in a discreet way, for the benefit of a 
restricted group of party activists, was not unique to the ICP. The parliamentary far right 
(the MSI and its ‘post-fascist’ heir Alleanza Nazionale, AN) pursued the same approach: 
the visual publicity of Giorgio Almirante, Gianfranco Fini and other figures recurrently 
depicted them in the Duce’s characteristic postures in order to hint at their allegiance to 
him.67 However, while the MSI and AN never ceased to incorporate veiled references to 
Mussolini (and fascism in general) in their propaganda, the communist habit of covertly 
celebrating their leader by representing him under the guises of Lenin and Stalin only 
concerned the figure of Togliatti. 

66 The portrait of Togliatti speaking has had an extended afterlife. We find it, for instance, on the 
cover of a collection of his early post-war speeches, Per una repubblica democratica e antifascista, ed. by Gino 
Pallotta (Milano: Newton Compton, 1976). It featured as recently as 2014 on the programme of a confer-
ence entitled Togliatti e la democrazia italiana, which was organised in Rome by the Associazione culturale 
‘Il Migliore’ and the Casa delle culture to mark the 50th anniversary of his death [Fig. 50]. In these cases, the 
image must have been chosen purely because of its iconic status: it has become synonymous with Togliatti.

67 For a few examples, see Luciano Cheles, “‘Nostalgia dell’Avvenire’. The Propaganda of the Italian 
Far Right between Tradition and Innovation”, The Far Right in Western and Eastern Europe, ed. by Luciano 
Cheles, Ronnie Ferguson, and Michalina Vaughan (London; New York: Longman, 1991), 41-90, at 58-
59; Luciano Cheles, “Back to the Future. The Visual Propaganda of Alleanza Nazionale (1994-2009)”, 
Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 15, 2 (2010): 232-311, at 242-247, 255, 286-288, 290, 297. By imi-
tating Mussolini, neo- and post-fascist personalities were following a habit that was current in the Duce’s 
own time. As Guido De Ruggiero, one of the founders of the anti-fascist Partito d’Azione, has remarked: 
“In terms of physical appearance, one could once note that all those who were active in politics strangely 
resembled the Duce physically: not only their clothes, gestures and style of talking, but even their facial 
features were modelled on his, this mimicry being at times deliberate, at times unconscious”. See “Questo 
popolo. Gli intellettuali”, La nostra Europa, 1 April 1945, at 13. Cited from Mariuccia Salvati, “Mutamenti 
del linguaggio politico tra fascismo e repubblica”, 1945-1946. Le origini della Repubblica, ed. by Giancarlo 
Monina (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2007), 190.
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Conclusion

Following the attempted assassination of Togliatti in 1948, the ICP abandoned its 
strong hostility to the personalization of leadership, a hostility that was motivated ideo-
logically as well as a reaction to Mussolini’s cult of personality. Portraiture was one of the 
means by which the figure of the leader came to be promoted. His exaltation occurred 
mostly within the confines of the large community of party members and sympathisers: 
Togliatti’s effigy continued to have only a limited presence in electoral propaganda, 
which was mostly focused on policies and issues and on the recrimination of the party’s 
opponents.

The desire to encourage devotion to the leader among communist supporters nat-
urally led the ICP’s high-ranking officials to turn for inspiration to the Soviet Union, 
whose propaganda was largely centred on the figures of Stalin and Lenin. Stalin’s pro-
paganda offered justification for the promotion of Togliatti’s personality and provided a 
rich repertoire of images from which to draw. Though the representations of the Italian 
leader were at times modelled on those of Lenin and Stalin, such impersonations were 
concealed in order to avoid the opponents’ attacks that the ICP was servo di Mosca 
(Moscow’s lackey), and also because Togliatti’s explicit association with the Soviet lead-
ers would have been viewed as ill-appropriate on account of the god-like aura they 
radiated in the eyes of Italian communists. Some party activists may well have noticed 
them, if they were familiar with Soviet imagery.

Though Togliatti’s portraits were frequently posed, care was taken to give them an 
ordinary and spontaneous feel; a formal style of portraiture was used almost exclusively 
in connection with grievous events. This contrasted with the stately way De Gasperi was 
always depicted on his party’s publicity. The printed material featuring Togliatti’s effigy 
was usually complemented by texts that were more than simple slogans: they were state-
ments commenting on events or outlining political aims and achievements. Their pres-
ence implied that the pictorial celebration of Togliatti was not the vacuous expression of 
a personality cult, but the just praise of a combative and effective leader. The post-cards 
also fulfilled a utilitarian function: that of fund-raising.

As the present essay has attempted to show, communist propaganda of the first two 
decades of the post-war period was conceived with great thoughtfulness. It managed to 
be strikingly subtle because, as was customary at the time, it was produced internally, 
rather than entrusted to advertising agencies. The graphic artists were also party activists 
and worked hand in hand with the leadership. They were familiar with, and revered the 
visual culture of the Soviet Union, a country they treated as a guiding star. The subtlety 
and originality of the ICP’s approach have no equivalent in the visual propaganda of the 
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communist parties of other Western democracies. Maurice Thorez, who was secretary 
general of the French Communist Party from 1939 to 1964, and Dolores Ibárruri, who 
led the Spanish Communist Party from 1942 to 1960, were not depicted on their pub-
licity in poses that appeared spontaneous, but cryptically alluded with great precision 
to some of Lenin and Stalin’s most iconic portraits, though they too must have been 
familiar with such iconography, having lived in exile in Russia for a number of years.

Because images have a much greater impact than words, Togliatti’s portraits must 
have contributed to his image as a charismatic and much loved party secretary. However, 
it would be rash to interpret the cult he enjoyed as the mere outcome of a shrewdly con-
structed propaganda, for the supporters of the ICP were favourably predisposed to it. 
Togliatti was undoubtedly the most popular communist leader of the post-war period. 
None of his successors enjoyed such a following, not even Enrico Berlinguer, whose ven-
eration was largely posthumous because his style of leadership was so sedate and sober 
that he was even accused of encouraging an “impersonality cult”.68

68 Giovanni Statera, La politica spettacolo. Politici e mass media nell’era dell’immagine (Milano: 
Mondadori, 1986), 21; Maria Pia Pozzato, “Fashion and Politics in the 1980s and 1990s”, The Art of 
Persuasion. Political Communication in Italy from 1945 to 1990s, ed. by Luciano Cheles and Lucio Sponza 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2001), 297, n. 2.




