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Abstract. This paper discusses the reciprocal reinforcement of 

symbolic ethnicity, exceptional landscape elements and tourism in Sappada 

and Timau (Northeast Italy). For this purpose, linguistic and cultural 

landscape categories are analyzed qualitatively. 
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The mountainous Northeast of Italy reveals ethnogeographic 

particularities that are grounded in history. In the High Middle Ages, 

German-speaking settlers transcended language boundaries, bringing 

specific everyday practices to their new homes. Sappada and Timau are such 

settlements, which differ from their Italian surroundings in a variety of 

ways. The inhabitants not only use Italian and the regional (Romance) 

language Friulian but also German variants. Further examples reminding of 

Carinthia or (East-)Tyrol (Austrian states) concern traditional festivities, the 

cuisine and building styles. In order to preserve such particularities and 

counteract progressing assimilation, minority rights were granted. However, 

conducted interviews confirm for Timau and Sappada the declining use of 

German variants, an indicator of ethnolinguistic vitality. Taking relations 

and interactions between humans and their environment into account, it is 

the aim of this paper to analyze if traditional landscape elements paired with 

tourism support and/or benefit from symbolic ethnicity. In this sense, 

cultural and linguistic (i.e. publicly visible language e.g. on signs or 

inscriptions) landscape elements are relevant as both carriers of symbolic 

meanings and tourist attractions. Potentially, the exceptional heritage fosters 

tourism in the remote and sparsely populated villages of Timau, counting 

387 inhabitants [record section Paluzza, 2020] and Sappada, with 1.321 

inhabitants [ISTAT, 2020]. 



 

40 

The concept of symbolic ethnicity derives from H. Gans. He identifies 

the trend that while ethnic cultures and organizations decrease, people today 

have the freedom to choose if, when and in what way to express their ethnic 

identities [Gans H. J., 1979, p. 8]. According to the sociologist, symbols as 

signs display “a nostalgic allegiance” and a “love for and a pride in a 

tradition that can be felt without having to be incorporated in everyday 

behavior” [Gans H. J., 1979, p. 9]. In his discussions on symbolic ethnicity, 

Gans does not refer to landscape or the environment, and therefore neglects 

the embeddedness of ethnic identification processes. As an individually 

perceived holistic impression, landscape is more than the sum of its 

elements. Nevertheless, analyses of selected categories unveil symbolic 

meanings. Hence, in field studies undertaken in August 2020, Anna-Maria 

Plautz and Leonie Hasenauer have located, photographed and categorized 

traditional cultural landscape elements as well as persistent German 

(variant) linguistic landscape elements visible from public roads and places. 

Although valuable insights could derive from studies incorporating a variety 

of examples and novel trends, this approach evaluates the symbolic 

relevance of traditional elements and German variants. To contextualize 

ethnogeographic observations, guided expert interviews were conducted. 

In Sappada, houses and sheds from the 18th and even 17th century 

[Benedetti M. et al., 2008, pp.105-111] are dispersed throughout the ribbon-

built village (i.e. the arrangement of houses along a street). However, the 

old quarters are almost entirely composed of traditional buildings in very 

good conditions. Characteristic houses are constructed with logs; they have 

gabled roofs and balconies. Flowers, painted walls and window shutters 

contribute to a colorful image and indicate the devoted maintenance of the 

old buildings (Fig. 1). Today, there are only a few farmers, so that 

agricultural buildings are used differently, for example to store firewood or 

other items. Furthermore, people decorate unused agricultural objects, 

frequently with dolls made of straw, which is available plentifully: Because 

there is barely any livestock left, people solely mow to retain the land 

cultivated. In fact, concerning the overall development, tourism exceeded 

agriculture. Both old, renovated houses and newer ones with a traditional 

style can be booked for holiday, rented or purchased. The web page with 

most results offers 85 apartments in Sappada for sale 

[https://www.immobiliare.it/ vendita-case/sappada/, 29.03.2021]. 

Observers cannot distinguish if old landscape elements are of personal/ 

emotional value or if they are tended to attract tourists. Although inhabitants 

must be aware of the potential for tourism, the detailed, time and resource 
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consuming maintenance of old objects suggests a high degree of personal 

devotion to the local history that is perpetuated in the cultural landscape (i.e. 

symbolic ethnicity).  

Economic motives and symbolic ethnicity are also inseparable in 

regard to linguistic landscape elements. In the old part of Sappada, Italian is 

barely visible, but people reveal a nostalgic allegiance to the German variant 

through traditional house names and sayings attached to paintings of saints 

and rural work. Likewise, German is painted on walls of chapels. The 

rootedness of the language variant is displayed by local names for districts, 

rivers and mountains. Boards present Italian and (dialectal) German district 

names, and give historical background information in Italian, German and 

even English. Moreover, there are stops for audio guides, which might 

surprise in the small village of Sappada. In contrast, German appears several 

times on the collectively important municipal building, signaling the 

German variant’s presence and its relevance beyond tourism. Additionally, 

combined with Italian, German is used all around Sappada for company 

names, not surprisingly also touristic ones (e.g. Hotel Bladen [“Hotel 

Sappada”], RISERVATO [IT] SCHLOSSAR HAUS [DE variant] 

[“RESERVATED LOCKSMITH’S HOUSE”], Baita [IT] Mondschein 

[DE] [“Mountain Hut Moonshine”]). Besides inscriptions on private 

buildings, a highly personal attachment to the language is expressed by 

German grave decorations. 
 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Timau stands in sharp contrast to Sappada. There are less inhabitants, 

it is a district of Paluzza and – situated at the border – connected to the 

Fig. 1 – House in the old part of Sappada, with illustrations and inscriptions in the 

German variant under the balcony [own photo, 2020] 

Fig. 2 – Derelict building made of stone in Timau [own photo, 2020] 
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Austrian state of Carinthia rather than Tyrol (as is the case with Sappada). 

The decisive difference, however, lies in the cultural landscape: While the 

style of the village before its reported destruction by a landslide in 1729 is 

unknown [Steinicke 1991, p.84], the present space-saving construction style 

with stone as predominant material is comparable to surrounding Friulian 

villages (Fig. 2). As in Sappada, agriculture almost stopped, but Timau 

generally does not make a flourishing impression. A significant number of 

houses are uninhabited (Fig. 2), sheds are decayed and fields are not mowed 

or otherwise cultivated. Apart from the guests of the three small restaurants 

(one is also a hotel) and the B&B, tourism is limited. 

Nevertheless, Timau’s linguistic landscape reveals distinctive features 

and demonstrates symbolic ethnicity to visitors. Old German signs help find 

gastronomic facilities, which are labeled using a mixture of German and 

Italian. In addition to Italian and Friulian, the local variant appears on boards 

with information about the village and its history. The preference of the 

variant over standard German is interesting insofar as, except for locals, 

German-speakers can barely understand it. Consequently, demonstrating the 

presence of the variant was considered superordinate to text comprehension. 

Similarly, local house names do not have any practical purpose but showing 

people’s attachment to the village’s particular past (symbolic ethnicity). 

Furthermore, a connection to religion is recognizable: Frequent catholic 

wayside shrines visualize a sense of religiosity, expressed in the German 

variant. More remarkable is that Timau’s citizens achieved place name signs 

with the local variant. These signs attract the visitors’ attention. Moreover, 

place names are individually and collectively relevant for inhabitants. 

Interviewed persons emphasized how important it was for them to have 

“their” place name represented. 

In times of globalization, information and communication technology 

as well as increasing mobility rates, complete retention of traditional life 

styles seems an unrealistic objective for linguistic minorities in Europe. 

Symbolic ethnicity resolves the tension between modern life and 

preservation: Landscape elements maintain a sense of ethnicity compatible 

with and even advantageous in modern life. The traditional cultural 

landscape is tended in Sappada, and as in Timau, inhabitants use linguistic 

symbols on their private houses, for religious depictions and firms, 

demonstrating ethnic awareness. Such landscape elements, in turn, bring 

ethnolinguistic traditions to mind, and thus reinforce symbolic ethnicity. 

Apart from spatial approaches, social-scientific studies could specify the 

connection between landscape elements and ethnicity. Further research 
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would also be necessary to explain divergent developments of Sappada and 

Timau in terms of tourism. Considering landscape as a determinant, it is 

unfavorable that Timau’s distinctiveness is only discernible when focusing 

on linguistic signs. Sappada’s traditional cultural landscape, on the other 

hand, seems to be used successfully to attract visitors. Without traditional 

agriculture as a source of income, tourism has gained relevance. The 

ethnolinguistic particularity is recognized as being of interest for tourists in 

both villages, as exemplified by the informational boards and gastronomic 

signs. In conclusion, evidence gathered in Timau and Sappada indicates that, 

underpinning symbolic ethnicity, general awareness of the ethnolinguistic 

resources fosters the preservation and re-activation of ethnolinguistic 

symbols and therefore enhances tourism. 

This work was supported by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF) under 

grant 32500. Research has been conducted in a team with Ernst Steinicke 

and Anna-Maria Plautz. 
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