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Local Religion in Perspective

In the last decades of the twentieth century, under
the term “local religion”, historians and anthro-
pologists developed a new framework for analysing
Catholic practices and events in southern European
contexts. This was a way to challenge the ecclesiasti-
cal, dogmatic, and erudite worldviews on spiritual-
ity, healing, or supernatural powers experienced by
the people themselves, and also to take into account
small-scale uses of saint and Virgin Mary cults in
European zones. Local religion appeared to be a
good concept to think with as it allows scholars to
look at religion as a contextual experience, lived at
the level of individuals and communities which are
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inscribed in peculiar territories and social networks,
away from more generalizing theories and disincar-
nated statements on religiosity, holiness, or society.
William Christian was the creator of the expression
(1981), followed by Italian and French scholars ana-
lysing folk and popular religion (Lanternari 1982;
Albert-Llorca 2002). They show that the field of
local religion analysis — especially pilgrimages and
the cults of the saints — paved the way for a more
comprehensive reading of vernacular religious expe-
riences, including parameters such as class conflicts,
gender, imaginary, or ritual dynamics (Claverie &
Fedele 2014). In a certain way, the interest in local
religion made it possible to return to ancient sources
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of knowledge, such as nineteenth-century European
folklore inspired by philology. This literature con-
serves traces of thousands of ethnographic facts that
were re-interpreted in a new perspective (Charuty
2001). Local religion analysis also permitted schol-
ars to legitimate investigations into contemporary
European religious sensibilities, such as the growing
number of apparitions of the Virgin Mary or the re-
newal of pilgrimages (Claverie 2003; Eade & Albera
2017), both phenomena often labelled insignificant
when compared to the highly contested notion of the
so-called secularization of European societies.

Later on, studies on manifestations of local reli-
gion accompanied the renewal of investigation into
European regional identity movements that merged
religion, identity-building processes and cultural
heritage legitimation. For instance, the cult and
pilgrimage of Saint Besse in the Italian Alps, stud-
ied in the early twentieth century by Robert Hertz
(1913), came back in the anthropological discus-
sion between Jeremy Boissevain (1992, 1999) and
Jeremy MacClancy & Robert Parkin (1997). This
debate demonstrated that local religiosity is a rich
and powerful object to be investigated in order to re-
veal how European societies deal with their religious
past, how a local ritual can help to characterize the
recent social and economic dynamics, and finally,
to what extent representation of local identity can
be built on a small-scale religious event such as the
local pilgrimage of Saint Besse (Isnart 2009a). And
just as ethnologists and anthropologists have noted
a growing role for cultural heritage in the politics
of tourism (Salazar 2010) as well as the conceptual
and practical intersections of tourism and pilgrim-
age (Badone & Roseman 2004), local religion has
also been implicated in heritage-making processes
during this same time. Tourism development and
heritage policies have contributed to the endurance
of certain forms of rituals, places of worship and su-
pernatural entities within contemporary European
societies and beyond (Boissevain & Isnart 2017).

In this article, I address such combined dynamics
between local religion and cultural heritage in order
to better understand how local actors reconfigure
some religious rituals and consider them as elements
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coming from the past and defining their current col-
lective identities. Sometimes deemed as “traditions”
and sometimes subject to political instrumentali-
zation, always re-inscribed in the contemporary
context and always used as a place and a time to
perform one’s identity, local religion as a cultural
heritage property has to be examined in the light
of its long-term history and its more recent uses in
the context of heritage-making. I first draw from the
entanglements of cultural heritage and religions in
southern Europe, arguing that anthropological and
ethnological literature is often unwilling to scruti-
nize this intimate relationship, or simply remains at
the State-Church level. Then, I focus on small-scale
case studies that provide new tools to understand,
from below, the imbrication of heritage and religious
experiences. In the last section, I give an analytical
overview of my ethnographic investigation in the
village of Tende in the French Alps. I describe the
renewal of the local religion deemed as “local tradi-
tions” (Catholic brotherhoods and a local pilgrim-
age), as the entanglements of religious practices and
cultural heritage reconfigurations.

Religion and Cultural Heritage

in Southern Europe

For ethnologists working in Europe, the association
of national identity with religion is commonplace.
Many of the twentieth-century monographs have
demonstrated that institutional rituals and narra-
tives of the Church travelled from the sphere of the
clergy to a more popular milieu, framing the daily
life of people. In spite of the fall in institutional
religious practice among the European popula-
tion — the so-called secularization process (Gauchet
[1985]1997; Taylor 2007) — religion has always
worked as a national identity feature, which survived
communism in the East (Tocheva 2017), democrati-
zation in the South (Giorgi & Itgaina 2015-2016) and
economic development in the North (Hervieu-Léger
[1993]2000). This is clear when one looks at family
structures, abortion legislation, violence within the
Balkan region or in Ireland, resistance to religious
diversity, creation of new pilgrimage sites, or struc-
turation of religious radicalism. Even though some



of the European governments and ecclesiastical in-
stitutions struggle against religious-oriented crises,
armed conflicts, or underground resistance, the
light, discrete, and obstinate little music of national
religious identity is still playing. The political pro-
ject of the European Union itself has been put un-
der a Christian ascendance, showing that European
democracies still define themselves, at least partly,
on a religious basis. Diplomacy used the shared
Christian past to justify southern nations’ accession
to the EU, while the difficulties Turkey finds on its
way to entering the EU are not only linked to the
recent authoritarian policies of president Erdogan.
The winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature, José
Saramago, preferred to leave Portugal after giving
an alternative narrative of Jesus’ life and stating
that Catholicism had contributed to badly fram-
ing the European society as it is (Saramago 1991).
The first European cultural element to be recog-
nized at the EU level was the trail of the main me-
dieval pilgrimage, Santiago de Compostela, which
claims to be one of the major and most ancient links
between European regions (Chemin 2016). The re-
cent fire that partly destroyed Notre Dame of Paris
Cathedral in April 2019 is a striking example of the
intimate and sensitive connections between national
feelings and religious heritage.

Clearly, European cultural heritage does not es-
cape religious influence. Anthropologists and folk-
lorists have long acknowledged that the political
building of the nation-state in European countries is
an early social and political process, and touristifi-
cation of religious sites is an important part of such
dynamics. Association between religion and politics
has had a great impact on what state administration
and cultural brokers consider to be cultural herit-
age, that is to say, representing national identity,
especially monuments, handicraft, festivals, archi-
tecture, or traditional music.

Many of the communities we as social scientists
have been working with, while continuing their
pious and devotional practices, try to include their
religious goods and rituals in the realm of cultural
heritage. Places of worship, pilgrimage sites, or reli-
gious buildings are simultaneously considered to be

spiritual places, tourism assets as well as emblems
of cultural differences and specificities (Di Giovine
& Garcia Fuentes 2016; Bowman & Sepp 2019). The
case of the Sagrada Familia church in Barcelona
(Catalonia, Spain) is surely one of the most pow-
erful and well-known examples of this religious-
political association at national and ethnic level
(Marine-Roig 2016: 103-105). The church was built
as an expiatory chapel by a religious association of
the late nineteenth century who wanted to celebrate
and worship the spiritual entity of Jesus’ family. If,
at the beginning, devotees were paying for the con-
struction, the monument quickly became an iconic
emblem of Barcelona and the modernist architec-
tural style of Antoni Gaudi, sustained by tourism.
In the late 1950s, Gaudi’s work was recognized as
a specificity of Catalonian culture, and his build-
ings, including the Sagrada Familia, were inscribed
on the Unesco World Heritage List in 2005. While
the church is today an asset of local tourism poli-
cies, its religious functions still survive and provide
a long-lasting example of religious heritage inserted
in secular and heritage dynamics.

Moreover, such a heritage and tourism transfer
also affected religious rituals. Following Nathalie
Cerezales’ work (2017: 211-248), in the 1930s, the
authoritarian regime of Francisco Franco decided
to add the Holy Week processions to the national
heritage list in order to strengthen the Catholic
feature of Spanish culture. In the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, the religious landscape
in Spain suffered radical transformations. Popular
religious festivals, such as the famous processions
of Holy Week, were disappearing and Liberals in
Spain ordered the disintegration of religious art
collections owned by the different monastic orders.
Objects were transferred from churches, convents
and seminars to public secular museums of regional
art, were sold or were lost. In Valladolid for instance,
the very large, heavy, and impressive sculptures in
use within the brotherhoods for their Easter proces-
sions since the late sixteenth century were kept by
the local museum. In the early twentieth century,
the director wanted to assemble and rebuild them
in their original configurations to showcase these
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valuable masterpieces of Spanish art. At the same
time, he worked closely with brotherhoods and the
Church to renew the ritual processions of Easter.
After its conversion into the National Museum of
Sculpture (1933), the view of the museum director
was that this ritual renovation would help to pub-
licize the museum’s endeavours to work on the art
pieces it conserved, and the brotherhoods and the
Church seized the opportunity to come back to their
devotional activity and to re-Christianize the local
society. Later, and on a national scale, the authori-
tarian Franco regime used Holy Week processions
to implement its ideology of national-Catholicism,
and not surprisingly, added a series of such collec-
tive devotions to the list of Fiestas de Interés Turistico
(festivals of touristic interest) just after the creation
of this tourism management tool.

Having shed some light on regional cases, which
show that policies of cultural heritage have much
more to do with religion than we may think, I turn
now to the religious quality of cultural heritage per
se, which remains undeveloped in the literature and
has only recently attracted interest among schol-
ars. Academic interpretations of the role of religion
in cultural heritage practices has tended to look at
heritage-making as a secularization process, which
is supposed to cancel out the religious power of the
objects and to provide them with a lay and artistic
aura. Few critical works take into account the reli-
gious dimensions of the heritage corpus and little
has been written on the consequences of the use of
religious goods as cultural heritage. Theoretical and
methodological consequences of such a framework
of understanding are manifold.

Firstly, the association of religious heritage to na-
tionalistic rhetoric leads to a naturalization of the
religious side of cultural heritage. As a consequence,
citizens, tourists, and locals generally associate his-
tory, the past, and religion to the current identity of
places and groups they visit or form a part of. Italy,
France, Spain, Portugal, as well as Greece and the
Balkan countries, are all known for their cultural
heritage which comes from the monotheist tradi-
tions: the postcard pictures of a white chapel on the
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Mediterranean coast, of a church of Roman style in
Provence, or of a Holy Week ritual in Andalucia,
surely transmit a religious narrative of the respec-
tive national past because state heritage technolo-
gies combine sun, cuisine, wine, royal history, or
festive events with religious items, as landmarks of
the nation imaginary. Such phenomena are still to
be explored today, both with the tools of history of
culture and institutions in the past, and with the
methodology of ethnography when considering the
more recent and contemporary tourist and heritage
uses of religion.

Secondly, because of the association between state
and religious goods, religious cultural heritage is of-
ten thought about and analysed through the lens of
administrative policies, state and intergovernmental
legislations, or bureaucratic practices of different
churches (Fornerod 2015). However, as disciplines
of social sciences traditionally (but not exclusively)
rooted in the common way of life of ordinary peo-
ple, ethnology and anthropology can provide new
insights on these profound, discrete, and powerful
facts. These approaches generally look at popular
culture, and everyday practices and routines, such as
education, leisure, aesthetics or technologies, in or-
der to provide alternative views on religious macro-
dynamics. Some recent anthropological works show
that, like Carnival (Tauschek 2009) or monuments
(Fabre 2000), religious ceremonies, ritual objects,
and cosmologic beliefs are also used as people’s her-
itage resources (Andézian & Décobert 2018; Trevisan
Semi, Miccoli & Parfitt 2013; Cohen-Aharoni 2017;
Isnart 2012a; Di Giovine 2015). Besides that, notions
such as participation, citizenship, and cultural rights
have begun to enter the field of administrative pol-
icy of culture (especially with the Faro Convention
[The European Council 2005] and the Unesco Intan-
gible Cultural Heritage Convention [Unesco 2003]).
Scholars working on heritage-making have shown
that today not only are educated specialists work-
ing to safeguard cultural goods, but also the very
people who usually lead heritage projects regularly
claim for recognition of their monuments or festi-
vals, or fight against cultural endangerment. Local



religion, as ritual practices linked to a territory and
a community, entered these dynamics and this fact
calls for a more accurate exploration of the role of
religion in the small-scale context of heritage-making.

The Past, Heritage and Religion

at the Local Level

Exploring heritage activities related to religious
objects and places leads us to reveal implicit and
non-written norms and values, non-administra-
tive contexts of performance, and networks of
actors away from economic and cultural centres,
which I analysed elsewhere as self-heritagization
(Isnart 2015) or what Harrison coined as unofficial
heritage-making (2010). It also reveals cooperation,
opposition, and negotiation between ordinary her-
itage activities and the heritage regime governing
state conservation and mediation practices (Isnart
2012b; Adell et al. 2015). As a local micro-analytic
framework, self-heritagization analysis opens up a
way to observe and analyse how the actors and the
institutions of local religion enter the field of cul-
tural heritage. It enables assessment of what tech-
nologies heritage-makers implement or create to
become their own heritage managers. Such prac-
tices of heritage remain in the hands of a network
of individuals, firmly attached to a territory, who
develop a narrative of their history, claim to be
valuable experts of their religious legacy, produce
cultural mediation publications, and act as facilita-
tors between administrations of heritage and local
groups. If both states and local groups encourage
religious goods and practices to be labelled as cul-
tural heritage, that is distinguished from the rest of
the world that people inhabit, cultural anthropology
and ethnology are perhaps the best prepared disci-
plines to explore what the connections are between
the public heritage spheres and local religion actors,
and what their specificities may be.

This is true, firstly, because our disciplines can as-
sume a long-lasting theoretical exploration of uses of
tradition, the past, and identity in many contexts; and
secondly, because directing the focus towards indi-
viduals and local groups allows us to see how people

perform their own conceptions of heritage manage-
ment, how they deal with the national administrative
frame, and what social status they give to religion.

Ellen Badone has recently argued that Brittany is
a good place to understand the coming of religion to
the cultural and heritage floor (2015). She called this
facta “re-enchantment” of a secularized world in the
Weberian sense. Religious monuments there are now
considered as lieux de mémoire (Nora [1984]1989)
and art objects, mediating a certain sense of spir-
ituality and transcendence. Catholicism once struc-
tured the collective and individual life of this rural
population; it then declined after World War II. To-
day the situation is paradoxical: people do not attend
mass on a regular basis but churches are valued as
regional identity symbols.> Cultural heritage is to-
day the main tool people use to give a meaning to
churches or religious sculptures and paintings. Non-
profit associations hire young people to act as guides
for religious tours, search for restoration funding,
and write syllabi for the religious understanding of
artworks. Even though the Catholic Church itself
participates in the process, but with few means and
little staff, these popular dynamics are quite visible.
The use of sacred places themselves is partly dis-
connected from regular clergy supervision. What is
important now is the connection people are build-
ing with the past of the region, with a humanistic
understanding of the spiritual human condition,
with a celebration of the quality of religious art. In
sum, the Catholic lay associations from Brittany try
to transmit an experience of the religious past dur-
ing the guided tours of churches and monuments.
This is the path local heritage actors find and follow
in order to keep their buildings standing, but this is
also a strategy to preserve the religious feelings and
history of Brittany.

On the other side of Europe, on the island of
Rhodes, the Catholics also safeguard their religious
heritage (Isnart 2014, 2015) as the Bretons do.
Catholics form a minority of less than 1,000 people,
either born during the Italian colonial period in the
island’s history or recently arrived for their retire-
ment. They live today in a mainly Greek Orthodox
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context, but are passionate about their past, their
architecture, and their rituals. There is not exactly a
feeling of “disenchantment”, nor a strong process of
secularization; however, the low number of devotees,
the weak workforce available, and the fragile struc-
ture of the community, all make it difficult to speak
about living a rich religious life. All the activities and
procedures are led by two or three people intimately
linked to parish life, who act as the official represent-
ative of the national Catholic administration. The
person in charge of the archives, for instance, col-
lects ancient newspapers, birth, marriage, and death
records of the parishes, postcards of the churches,
architectural archives, and songs and prayers used
during the rituals. Through the publication of a book
in Italian, entitled Le Chiese che Furono... (Churches
that used to be...), she compiled in a sole printed lieu
de mémoire, all the places, rituals, names of people,
stories, and dates of the several places of worship the
Roman Catholics have known and frequented since
the beginning of the twentieth century. The inten-
tion of the author is to preserve a set of religious
memories, acknowledging that many of the churches
are now converted into Greek Orthodox churches
and that people who have lived in these places are
disappearing little by little. Another of her motiva-
tions lies in her faith and in the way in which she con-
siders the practice of maintaining archives, writing
about the local history, and safeguarding memories
as a testimony of her loyalty to the memory of the
local Catholic ancestors and, moreover, a devotion to
God, the Virgin Mary, and to the saints.

From the two cases one can easily conclude that
religion and care of culture are intimately con-
nected, and moreover, that religious beliefs are not
separated from heritage practices of conservation.
Somehow, cultural heritage of small communities
such as Catholics in Greece or in Brittany clearly
and efficiently functions as a religion and identity
preserver, as it does at the scale of the nation-state.
But what happens when one explores local religion
manifestations in which devotees and heritage
keepers seem to be far away from the clergy and
its administration, or in which there is no or little
bureaucratization of the ritual routines?
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How to Reconfigure Local

Religion? A View from Tende

On the border between France and Italy, in a
mountain region dividing Piedmont, Liguria and
Provence, some villages of a few hundred inhabit-
ants live in such a context. They have transformed
their religious traditions like pilgrimage and broth-
erhood processions into reliable cultural heritage.
This process allows them to claim for the recogni-
tion of their local past, to recall memories untold in
the official discourse, to produce alternative narra-
tives of their identity, and to perform their religious
feelings. This rural and mountain region is marked
by a strong Catholic background in its architecture,
urbanism, and daily and festive life. Church masses,
clergy benedictions, saints and God are part of all
rites of passage, collective festivals, and territory
celebrations, and they are all said to be part of the
ancestors’ legacy, which gives cultural and identity
consistency to the current community. In the village
of Tende in particular, apart from the celebrations
listed in the universal Catholic calendar, one can
witness the Feast of Our Lady of Mercy (25 March),
the Easter procession, the Feast of Saint John the
Baptist (24 June), the Feast of Saint Eloi (2nd week
of July) and of Saint Roch (16 August), the various
festivals of the hamlets (summer) and the Feast of
Age Classes (October). The case of Tende has been
presented in several papers already (Isnart 2009b,
2012b, 2013), and I intend here to underline the main
features of the transformations that the village’s reli-
gious traditions have undergone since the beginning
of the twenty-first century. They enter a new regime
of performance and morality — that of the recollec-
tion of a religious past and a re-enchantment of local
traditions. Two examples of religious performances
in Tende, brotherhood processions and pilgrimage,
clearly exemplify the heritage dynamics. They show
that the renewal of traditional contents comes hand
in hand with a twofold rhetoric of reconfiguration:
past-presencing, defined by Sharon Macdonald as
the modalities “by which the past may inhabit the
present” (2013: 16) and the technology of enchant-
ment, extending the view of Alfred Gell on art to tra-
ditions and rituals, as the strategies implemented to



make something fascinating and magical (1992). It
is important to recall that there are obviously other
performances and other reconfiguration patterns at
work in the village, and that the following descrip-
tions are given to illustrate the usefulness of these
concepts to better capture what is at stake when
some members of a community want to transform
their religious experiences into cultural heritage.

Religious Brotherhoods

and the Collective Past

Many of the Tende families participate in one of the
two devotional brotherhoods of penitents, called
confrérie de pénitents in French or confraternita in
Italian. These pious associations assemble male and
female Catholic lay people to publicly demonstrate
their faith through street rituals, solidarity in health
or money troubles, and devotional penitence. It is
commonplace, among the erudite members, to hear
that their associations hark back to medieval times,
when groups of devotees chose to publicly suffer for
the various illnesses the society endured at that time.
Later, these groups turned into charity movements,
sometimes continuing to display their faith through
street processions. Such brotherhoods have survived
— with more or less continuity — and they still per-
form in various places in southern Europe (Portugal,
Spain, France, Italy). They have different roles, vis-
ibility, and importance in the locals’ collective life.
The two brotherhoods of Tende — divided into the
black or the white penitents associations according
to the colour of their ritual costume — own their own
chapels, devotional instruments, specific liturgy and
songs. They are linked, via national and internation-
al federal structures, with the other brotherhoods
in the region, in Italy and France. Members of the
brotherhoods wear ritual costumes, made of a white
or black robe, plus a veil for women. Holy Week is
the main event in their calendar. On Holy Wednes-
day, the brotherhood of the black penitents builds an
ephemeral altar in their chapel. This altar is made of
a huge cross, arma christi (symbols of the passion of
Jesus Christ), flowers, candles, and a full-size wood
sculpture of a dead Christ. On Holy Friday, the two
confréries perform a lengthy procession with the

Christ sculpture, going from their chapels to the
central church, where the priest celebrates the death
of Christ.

As owners of a material and intangible legacy,
the brotherhoods develop safeguarding actions to
maintain and restore their buildings and objects, of-
fer guided tours to tourists visiting the village, and
archive their musical and ritual repertoires through
video recording. They do so with the help of the
regional administration of cultural heritage or by
their own means with volunteers of the village. The
heritage claim of the brotherhoods dates from the
end of the 1980s, when a significant number of cou-
ples of natives came back to live in the village, for
their retirement, after a long period of work in the
coastal region of Céte d’Azur. During the previous
four decades, they only used to spend their holidays
in Tende and thus maintained the link between
them and their kin villagers who were still living
there. The renewal of the brotherhoods corresponds
to what Jeremy Boissevain called “revitalization”
(Boissevain 1992), while the mainly religious fea-
tures of the brotherhoods give another flavour to the
heritagization process in Tende and provide a solid
ground for the recollection of the past.

The members worked away from the village for
decades and because they adapted their daily routine
to a more urban one, they now perform the com-
mon procession of Holy Week on the Holy Friday
night, instead of the Holy Thursday. Before World
War 1II, the procession was also longer and differ-
ent. Each brotherhood used to have its own proces-
sion. First in line was a member dressed in blue or
in red, carrying a large cross. Following a specific
path from their chapels to a meeting point in the
centre of the village, they joined to reach the par-
ish church together. As is the case of many European
rural areas, this change makes it possible for people
living in the urban cities to reach the village at the
beginning of the weekend, just in time to participate
in the emblematic ritual of the brotherhood. Even
though they do not attend on a regular basis the par-
ish activities of the village or their cities, and even
though they are conscious that the procession is not
the same as it used to be in the past, members of the
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brotherhoods always secure their presence during
the procession, as a duty they have to pay to their
ancestors who built the chapels, founded the broth-
erhood, and transmitted the ritual.

The members of the confréries always argue that
the revitalization of the procession is a performance
of their ancestors’ past, because it recalls the way
in which the former inhabitants of the village — all
considered ancestors of the current brotherhoods’
members — used to live. The interviews I conducted
among the members and the conversations about
the past I have participated in during the rituals
and the collective activities of the brotherhoods
make clear that the village’s past remains a strong
reference for the penitents today. They like to recall
the transformations their community and way of
life have suffered since the early twentieth century.
When agriculture and transhumance were the only
means to survive and feed the families, and when
famine, death, and diseases endangered the lives of
children and elderly people, members of the broth-
erhood could benefit from the solidarity of the other
members. This solidarity is considered as a genuine
feature of the religious framework of the village in
the past. Yet, it is not only the artistic, aesthetic, or
architectural past — or simply the memories of the
ancient processions — that the brotherhoods want to
protect through their heritage activities. They also
operate the remembrance of how religious life used
to be in the village in the past.

To be part of the procession and of the brother-
hood is a way to participate in the remembrance of
the ancestors’ past. The fact that the entire materi-
ality of the devotional practices (ritual costumes,
devotional objects, places of worship) still survives
certainly helps to maintain past-presencing dis-
courses. Nevertheless, material testimonies would
not be enough without members’ will to ensure the
re-enactment of the past as a narrative and a ritual
performance. A similar strategy is applied to safe-
guard another ritual of the village, a small-scale
pilgrimage at the margins of the territory, though
it is subject to a stronger enchantment process than
the brotherhoods themselves.
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Figure 1: Two black penitents waiting for the departure of
the Good Friday procession, Chapel of the Mercy, Tende.
(Photo: Cyril Isnart, 2007)

Figure 2: Display of black penitents female and male
costumes, Chapel of the Mercy, Tende. (Photo: Cyril Isnart,
2007)



Enchanting a Local Pilgrimage

The small hamlet of Vievola is accessible by a
ten-minutes car ride from Tende on the road lead-
ing to Italy. It is an ancient agricultural settlement of
the poorest local families, coming from Italy, made
of a dozen former farms, a chapel, and some rural
houses next to a mountain river. Today, a golf course
occupies the whole area and some newcomer families
have bought the buildings for their holidays. A pil-
grimage first occurred to thank the Virgin Mary for
her protection during a plague that affected Tende at
the end of the seventeenth century. Even though the
population and economic function of Vievola have
changed dramatically during the last decades, pass-
ing from alocal rural economy to a leisure space, the
chapel and the local pilgrimage still survive and re-
main as important as they were in the past.

After a series of afternoon ceremonies the week
before the pilgrimage, the pilgrimage day itself
consists of a procession in the former fields around
the hamlet, a mass in the chapel, speeches by lo-
cal politicians, collective meals around the chapel,
and traditional dances and singing parties. Today,
the pilgrimage gathers two hundred participants,
made up of past inhabitants of the hamlet, friends
of these families, villagers of Tende, and musicians
and dancers from the Italian border region. When
you visit the place in winter, looking at all the closed
shutters of the houses and searching for inhabitants
to talk to, it could be difficult to imagine the activ-
ity and animation of this little territory of Tende the
day of the pilgrimage: a lot of cars crammed along
the road, many groups waiting for the picnic time,
old and young people attending the mass outside the
chapel, the long snake of the procession through the
hamlet, collective singing and traditional dances ac-
companied by the two musicians next to the chapel,
and the presence of the mayor (elected head of the
municipal territory) and senator (representative of
the regional zone at the French Senate). This vital-
ity is certainly one of the reasons why the pilgrim-
age and the festive activities are always labelled as
the more authentic and genuine celebrations that
tourists, media, or ethnologists have to experience if

they want to get to know real local life. Combining
collective religious rituals, instrumental music, tra-
ditional dance performances, masculine vocal sing-
ing, and sharing meals and drinks, the pilgrimage
of Vievola functions, for the locals, as an important
representation of the cultural identity the people of
Tende like to transmit to visitors.

Locals share the belief that they are participating
in a celebration and a performance of their own fes-
tive culture, but some of the people I talked with still
argue for a more complex understanding. In order to
prevent me from taking for granted these simple and
politically correct discourses and performances of a
so-called Tendasque identity, I have been told other
stories about the hamlet and its inhabitants. Firstly,
among the population of Tende, Vievola people are
not considered fully-fledged Tendasque, as their Ital-
ian origin is commonly silenced. I only discovered
their history as descendants of Italian migrants after
months and months of fieldwork. Secondly, the sing-
ing and dance traditions that take place in Vievola
and Tende, as samples of local culture, were not al-
ways the most shared and beloved cultural practices
of Tende’s inhabitants; in the 1950s, dances like the
waltz and the tango were preferred to the Piedmon-
tese-style dance and singing. Thirdly, at first, fami-
lies of Vievola were not welcome at village celebra-
tions and were stigmatized as a rural and backward
population; they had to wait until the 1980s to be
accepted as valid partners for alliances with Tende’s
families. The series of social and cultural differ-
ences with which the people of Vievola were defined
contributed to structuring and dividing the village
community into various subgroups, yet the heritage
narrative and performances about and in Vievola
show a more integrated, coherent and unbroken im-
age of the village as a whole (Isnart 2012b).

It is not the place here to assess the moral stakes of
such strategies of distinction, which are a common
modality for ethnic groups to deal with identity and
difference (Barth 1969). I would argue that it opens
a path to better understand how the rhetoric of en-
chantment is implemented in this particular society.
Somehow, the camouflage of the difference between
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Vievola’s and Tende’s people reveals the techniques
of enchantment that are put into action in the case
of the Vievola festival.

The family in charge of the organization of the pil-
grimage, with the help of the municipal council and
the many inhabitants who gather in the hamlet dur-
ing the festival, performsand talks about their festival
as a peculiar, genuine, and emotional meeting. Nos-
talgia for the former celebrations, memories of the
ancestors, traditional singing and dancing, and the
sharing of local meals and alcohol, all help to make
the pilgrimage and the hamlet a nostalgic moment
and an enchanted place. In the mouth of the mayor
and the senator, the pilgrimage constitutes a unique
occasion for local people to meet and remember how
the village community used to be and towards which
kind of social ties and solidarity the present popu-

lation has to look. The families taking part in this
local religious festival are all touched by the friendly
ambiance, the easy transmission and performances
of dances and songs. They all insist on the singular-
ity of the Vievola feast, as the closest re-enactment of
what their ancestors would have experienced in the
past. In the same way that the brotherhoods mobi-
lize narratives of the rural and Catholic past of the
village, the mayor and the family who organizes the
pilgrimage try to recall some elements of the history
that transmit a holy and enchanted understanding of
their festival. These are: the massive plague that took
place in the seventeenth century, leading to the death
of hundreds of inhabitants; the pious multitude of
the congregations in the mid-twentieth century; and
the spiritual importance of the fight for the survival
of the festival. The performance of traditional danc-

Figure 3: Main entrance of the Chapel of Vievola (Our Lady of the Visitation), during the religious service. (Photo: Cyril
Isnart, 2008)
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Figure 4: People dancing in the afternoon of the Vievola
pilgrimage. (Photo: Cyril Isnart, 2008)

es and songs by elderly and young locals, with the
help of musicians coming from the Italian side of the
border, the coming of families from the village and
abroad especially for the festival, the sharing of lo-
cal food and drinks, the procession that crosses the
Vievola fields and buildings, and the friendly pres-
ence of the local politicians, are some of the features
people like to highlight in order to give a significant,
spiritual, and emotional value to the pilgrimage.

Conclusion

As the examples from Brittany, Greece and southern
France have shown, religious traditions — be they de-
votional practices, built heritage, or narratives of the
past — which are subject to heritagization help us to
delve into the very processes of contemporary social
and cultural reconfiguration of what local people
think represent their tradition. Local religion, ex-
pressing the appeal to the past, the memories of the
community, the sacred art and material artefacts, all
seem to constitute an important device with which
to rearticulate religious feelings, beliefs, territory
history, and group identity. People turn religion into
cultural heritage without losing or denying their
spiritual or divine aspirations. Heritage-making
in local religious contexts is not a total destruction

of religion itself, because religion and heritage go
hand in hand at the local and national levels and
the narratives offered by tourism, museums, or his-
tory confirm this association. Furthermore, social
groups engage in the procedures of cultural heritage
to protect their goods, rituals, and faith, by integrat-
ing the general and common associations of cultural
heritage representations with religious content. In
these situations, the theoretical framework of a mas-
sive and unquestionable secularization of European
societies is not defendable, or at least needs to be nu-
anced. Investigating religious heritage-making helps
us to understand the multifaceted reconfigurations
that the religious sphere suffers, instead of shrug-
ging our shoulders at the disappearance of religious
feelings in collective life.

On the contrary, either at state level or at the mi-
cro-level of small villages, religious practices seem
to be enchanted, and at the same time enchant the
region in which they take place. Obviously, on the
one hand, the visibility of other religions, from
Paganism (Fedele 2013) to Islam (Mapril & Blanes
2013), is more and more important and paints new
religious landscapes in many regions of Europe. It
is right, on the other hand, that difficult migrations
across the continent, economic structural crises, and
violence labelled as fundamentalist put an end to a
naive view of European destiny (Kattago 2017). But
it is not without interest that European ethnologists
and anthropologists look at what people do through
the reconfigurations of their religious traditions: ob-
serving how people write their own version of the
past, adapt their rituals to a new age, and recall the
memories of their ancestors, through a sometimes
explicit heritage claim of their religious feelings,
performances, and beliefs, can sustain anthropo-
logical comparisons with other kinds of religiosity
and systems of beliefs. These European religious and
heritage activities could probably take place in any
context, yet with more or less difficulty. Neverthe-
less, the reconfiguration of religious traditions in
Europe may also be one of the contexts anthropolo-
gists can explore to participate in the more general
and global scientific project of the anthropology of
contemporary religions.
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Notes

1 Since May 2019, a five-years research project, funded
by CNRS (National Center for Scientific Research)
and the Ministry of Culture aims at helping the re-
construction team to study the Cathedral recovery. A
social sciences group is also established to study the
emotions, social mobilizations and effects the fire
has on the various communities working and living
around Notre-Dame. See: Notre-Dame, la recherche
sorganise, Le journal du CNRS, May 5, 2019, Léa
Galanopoulo, https://lejournal.cnrs.fr/articles/notre-
dame-la-recherche-sorganise.

2 Elsewhere, we proposed to scrutinize this particular,
changing, sometimes conflicting but always close re-
lation and to call it the “Religious Heritage Complex”
(Isnart & Cerezales 2020).

3 See Lofgren 2020, in this issue, for the same configura-
tion in Sweden.
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