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MUS! Museum of Livigno and Trepalle’s 
attempt is to witnesses the spirit 
of adaptation and art of getting-by, 
developed over the centuries by the 
inhabitants of Livigno and Trepalle.
Attempt after attempt they managed 
to find a fragile equilibrium under the 
harshest conditions of isolation, and 
the result of all these efforts is a town 
with a language, traditions, food and 
clothing unlike any other surrounding 
town at a lower altitude. Livigno is 
today a place where tradition and 
innovation combine.

WELCOME 
TO A PLACE 
SUSPENDED 
BETWEEN 
INNOVATION
AND TRADITION

Curated by the Cultural Service of the Province of Sondrio

Comune di Livigno, january 2017
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Texts by
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Luca Bonetti and Emanuele Mambretti

On the cover: simple clothing worn by 
peasants in the old days

Photographs by Fabio Borga
except page 9 (private archive)
and page 25 (tourist brochure).

With wealth, progress and tourism, 
“getting by” is no longer necessary 
and surviving through the cold winters 
is no longer a problem.
Located in an ancient house, the 
museum offers innovative tours to 
help tourists and locals alike to better 
understand this town history along 
with the energy and dynamics that led 
to the current present. “History” is not 
so far away, it is also what happened 
only yesterday and is likely to be more 
easily forgotten.

Translation by
Anna Martinelli
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PIANO INTERRATO/BASEMENT/KELLER/BASEMENT

Ropes, rakes, bells, sleighs 

and carts: everyday objects 

found in cellars and courtyards 

telling the peasant roots of this 

unique valley.

BASEMENT

OLD ECONOMY

WOOD AND TIME

AGRICULTURE AND FARMING

CÓRT

MUSEUM 
ENTRANCE

WC

TICKET OFFICE
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Agricultural resources were limited to 
one hay mowing per year, and very 
few vegetables, such as turnips. The 
focus of the agricultural work was 
from late July to mid-August, when 
the grass reached the right ripeness. 
Scythes, rakes, pezón (cloth used 
for the transport of hay), sleighs and 
carriages were used from sunrise 
to sunset; all the inhabitants were 
involved in these activities and even 
mowers (pradéir) from outside the 
country joined them. People of Livigno 
had to work hard, taking advantage of 
the good weather: the hay could feed 

the cattle during the winter, providing 
milk and dairy products for all the 
families. In Livigno it was typical to 
fertilize with the rodèla: rounded 
shapes of frozen manure prepared 
during the winter, were loaded onto a 
slide and left on the snowy slopes until 
they crumbled with the thaw.

Livigno’s valley stretches for more than 22 km along the south west and 
north-east direction at an average height of about 1800 m. above sea level. 
The main river, the Spöl (formerly called Aqua Granda), which has several 
secondary streams and numerous creeks, slightly descends towards Engadin 
until it finally ends in the Black Sea. The high altitude, disadvantageous for 
human settlement due to the harsh climate, is compensated by the unique 
morphology and geographical position of the valley: both sides are exposed to 
sunlight and drop gently into a wide valley, creating a favorable environment 
for an otherwise harsh habitat with extremely limited agricultural and livestock 
resources. Above 2000 meters above sea level and scattered along a side 
valley of Livigno, there is Trepalle where resources are even more scarce as 
the woods are almost nonexistent. The inhabitants of Livigno and Trepalle have 
endeavored in many ways to survive in such a rigid environment, adapting 
to the changing of the seasons and putting to use every resource at their 
disposal: the grassy meadows, water, the woods and even the frost.

A FRAGILE BALANCE BETWEEN 
MEN AND RESOURCES

AGRICULTURE
AND FARMING
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A striped valley: high 
altitude agriculture 
and farming

Due to the peculiar morphology of the 
valley, the town of Livigno developed 
to facilitate the hard-agricultural 
work. The houses were built directly 
on farmland, thereby reducing the 
distances between where the hay 
was harvested and where it was 
consumed. Further, the ownership of 
the land was divided into crosswise 

strips of about the same width. 
Several different buildings were built 
along these plots of land: the tèa 
(a wooden hut) under the bottom 
edge of the woods, used during the 
summer while grazing animals, the 
nasa, small wooden storage houses 
built down the slope, to stock dried 
grass, and finally the main houses 
(bait) build on the valley floor, placed 
side by side but surrounded by the 
property therefore distant from 
each other. This urban expansion led 
the town to develop for almost the 
entire length of the valley, acquiring 
the curious appearance of an 
uninterrupted snake of houses.

Aerial photograph of Livigno and Trepalle, 1961
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Wood is a raw material of vital 
importance. Used in the manufacture 
of houses, as means of transportation 
and for everyday objects, wood is also 
employed for cooking and heating. 
Tree growth in Livigno is slow because 
of the altitude and the cutting of 
precious woods was strictly controlled: 
each family was entitled to a precise 
quantity of firewood and timber, issued 
by the municipality and controlled by 
the guardiabósc’ch (Forest ranger).
The timber was cut in late autumn 
or early winter and transported 
downstream while in Trepalle, where 

the houses are located above the tree 
line, it was necessary to drag the logs 
uphill. The woods were kept clean with 
care from the trunks uprooted from 
avalanches, the dead branches, and 
even the needles of the larch trees 
were collected and used as bedding 
for animals. The timber was tied to 
sledges with ropes made with strips of 
braided leather therefore the role of the 
funadro (man who build ropes) was 
extremely precious for transport.

WOOD:
A PRECIOUS MATERIAL

Carpenter tools on workbench
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In these rooms examples of 

daily past life including the 

art of recycling, processing 

of milk and use of herbs, 

devotion and folk beliefs.

KNOW-HOW TO DO IT
DO, KNOW: 
GROUND FLOOR

PIANO RIALZATO/GROUND FLOOR/ ERDGESCHOSS/ REZ DE CHAUSSEE

KITCHEN, THE ART

OF RECYCLING

LIFE IN ONE ROOM

HALLWAY

CHEMISTRY CORNER

MAGIC AND

FOLK BELIEFS

OLD 
ENTRANCE
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The museum respects the original 
purpose of the room with a 
reconstruction of the environment 
dated to the first half of the twentieth 
century.
Through an opening, food was moved 
from the kitchen to the bedroom, 

where it was eaten while still hot.
In addition to the usual furnishings 
needed for cooking, in this room 
there are many objects which have 
been given a second or third life, 
thanks to ingenious repairs and 
imaginative transformations. The 
intent is to emphasize how in the 
past there was an actual reuse and 
recycle of just about everything. 
Landfills were unknown, simply 
because they were not necessary: 
nothing was wasted, everything was 
reused, repaired or converted.

THE KITCHEN
AND RECYCLING

Some examples of reuse and recycling from the past
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In this small room there is a cendré, 
a fireplace with a movable arm to 
support pots and boilers. Over the 
years in here men and women have 
baked, cooked and transformed an 
infinite number of elements just like 
in a sort of chemical lab.
A hundred years ago, any 

mountaineer knew how to turn a 
perishable product like milk into long 
shelf life food such as butter and 
cheese, or how to make natural dyes, 
soap and vinegar.  The miraculous 
properties of many medicinal plants’ 
active principles were no secret, 
and more than often these were 
the only resources to heal illnesses 
and injuries. Due to geographical 
isolation, the doctor was rarely 
present in Livigno and his services 
were expensive.

THE CHEMISTRY 
ROOM

Some herbs and natural remedies passed down through the centuries
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This room completely covered in wood 
(sct’ua) was the heart of the house. 
It was used as bedroom, but also as 
living room and laboratory. Thanks to 
the pigna, a masonry heater, the room 
kept warm with a small use of wood. 
In this room the family gathered 
to sleep, eat, talk and spend time 
during the long, cold winters or when 
not busy working outside. Objects 
of everyday life are complemented 
by numerous objects related to 
religion, from small devotion articles 
to sacred images, brotherhoods’ 
ensigns to simple illustrations cut 

out from newspapers with pictures of 
popes and portraits of saints. These 
details tell of the popular devotion, an 
essential aspect of life for its social 
function in a community that lived a 
hard and precarious life.

LIFE IN
ONE ROOM

Heritage of past traditions that ground 
their roots in ancient times, many 
popular beliefs have often come 
to us in a non-linear way, faded if 
not entirely unrecognizable by the 
passage of time. Not many people 
know that the dragon head found at 
the end of the eaves was placed to 
protect the house from the dragon 
that the ancients imagined appearing 
in the sky as thunder and storm. 
With the arrival of Christianity some 
ancient divinities took over a demonic 
character. It is no coincidence that 
Plasgianét, an area dedicated to the 

god Janus, or perhaps to Diana, is 
always remembered as a place of 
Sabbaths. In the tradition even the 
ermine has clear demonic traits, so 
that in Trepalle it is preferred to call it 
al pur lorín, literally the poor devil, to 
avoid evoking him by naming it.

MAGIC AND FOLK BELIEFS
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PRIMO PIANO/FIRST FLOOR/ERSTEN STOCK/PREMIER ETAGE

On this floor the contrast 

between tradition and 

modernity is obvious. 

Aspects of life of the past, 

like processing of food and of 

wool, are told along with the 

dynamics that have led to the 

present: the tourist boom and 

duty-free area.

FIRST FLOOR

NEW ECONOMY

FASHION

SOUL AND KITCHEN

NEW

ECONOMY

BALCONY

DUTY FREE AREA

BOOM! HERE COMES 

TOURISM
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The kitchen is the environment 
that over time has undergone most 
structural and social changes. In 
the past, people would cook directly 
over an open fire, in the cendré, 
which had no chimney so the 
smoke, along with the heat, would 
directly go out the window, filling 
the room and blackening the walls 
making this room an unwelcoming 
environment. To prevent smoke 
damage, supplies were stored in 
the hallway. The kitchen was the 
undisputed realm of women: they 
prepared meals for the whole family 

and tried their hardest to use every 
ingredient in the best possible way. 
Despite the scarcity of ingredients, 
many of which came from outside 
the country, a strong culinary 
tradition with different dishes and 
details has developed in Livigno. 
Many recipes of this tradition, along 
with valuable evidence of the past, 
were passionately researched and 
collected from a group of local chefs 
and published in a refined and 
suggestive recipe book called Leina 
da Saor (An avalanche of taste).

SOUL AND 
KITCHEN

The layout of this room focuses on 
one of women’s major activities of the 
past. In fact, in every and each sc’tua 
(room) of Livigno and Trepalle women 
used to sew, spin or weave underwear 
and clothes for the whole family.
The only fiber available was wool, 
while flax and cotton could be bought 
in skeins. The long cycle of wool 
processing started from the shearing 

of sheep, done manually in the spring 
and early October, when the raw wool 
obtained was washed and dried. Then 
the wool proceeded to carding and 
spinning, the thread wounded into 
skeins which were finally dyed. With 
the holding of the skeins into yarns, 
women could either manufacture 
knitted socks, gloves, hats and 
underwear. With a frame loom they 
made blankets, mats or baize cloth 
ready for fulling. This baize, durable 
and waterproof, was the main fabric 
for making traditional male and 
female clothes.

FASHION
OF THE TIME
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Since the second half of the ninete-
enth century, Livigno was visited in 
summer by some wealthy people, wil-
ling to travel for many hours on rough 
roads, attracted by the chilly climate 
and pastoral landscapes.
Even today it is said that painter Gio-
vanni Segantini and his companion 
Bice Bugatti were spotted in Livigno. 
The big turning point was given by 
the annual opening of Foscagno 
pass, which started the winter tou-
rism. Snow, once a natural element 
that isolated Livigno from the rest of 
the world, became the town’s main 

attraction. Thanks to the tunnel del 
Gallo, which opened in the late 60’s, 
a link with Northern Europe was now 
opened and Livigno began to be visi-
ted by many foreign tourists.
In a few years the placid farmer villa-
ge changed completely: hotels, bars, 
restaurants, ski resorts and enter-
tainment venues were built while the 
style and pace of life of its enterpri-
sing inhabitants were quickly and 
profoundly changed.

BOOM! HERE COMES TOURISM!
Tourist brochure with ski area Caroselllo 3000’s first gondola, mid-70s
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The duty-free status is perhaps the 
best-known peculiarity of Livigno: 
Since the Middle Ages and gradually 
over time under various domina-
tions, Livigno has enjoyed several 
special privileges and tax conces-
sions, to overcome the harsh living 
conditions of the population partly 
due to the long isolation in the 
winter and its geographical position 
between Italy and Switzerland. Ho-
wever, the present status of Livigno 
does not necessarily follow from 
these privileges but is based on cost 
savings strategies. When at the be-

ginning of the Napoleonic period, the 
issue of Livigno was reconsidered, it 
was agreed that custom controlling 
the entire political borders would 
have been more expensive than 
granting the franchise by withdra-
wing the octroi line. The convention, 
signed in 1801, was further conti-
nued by the Austrian Government at 
first, then by the Kingdom of Italy 
and finally by the Republic.

DUTY FREE AREA
The attic area is a large space below 
the wooden gabled roof. Being 
too cold in winter and too hot in 
summer, it was not inhabited, but 
used as a warehouse. Protected 
from rodents and moisture of the 
soil, dried turnips and other foods 
subjected to natural drying, such 
as cold cuts and sausages were 
stored in the attic hanging from the 
rafters. The attic was also used as a 
storage room of furniture and tools 
that was seldom used.  Reason 
why this room is set up with 
heterogeneous objects, which can 

vary over time depending on the 
museum needs.

THE ATTIC

ATTIC

ATTIC
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On request, the museum offers the 
opportunity to join guided tours of 
about an hour, and access to several 
volumes, short stories and essays 
on Livigno and Trepalle found the 
bibliography section.
The museum’s goal is to promote 
culture and tradition by researching 
and documenting Livigno and 
Trepalle local history through 
seasonal and temporary exhibitions. 
Items are displayed on modern red 
shelves and are renewed periodically.
MUS! joins the program “Volunteers 
for Culture”, which involves 

volunteer citizen in various activities 
supporting the museum and cultural 
heritage of the surrounding area. 
The purpose is to make the museum 
both a place of conservation and 
research, and a meeting point for the 
community.

ACTIVITIES
Examples of exhibits set up



The museum is in an ancient four 
storey house in stone and wood 
from the end of ‘700. In 1987 the 
Municipality of Livigno bought and 
renovated the building, however, it 
was only in 2001 that the museum’s 
project was proposed and developed 
years later.
The museum of Livigno and Trepalle 
collection officially started on
September 30, 2015 and inaugurated 
on December 22 of that year.
The collection is particularly rich 
thanks to the many object loans and 
donations from various citizens.
The museum’s goal is to promote cul-
ture and tradition by studying and 
documenting local history.
In 2016, MUS! became part of the 

Valtellina Museum system, and now 
proudly participates to all promoting, 
educational and teaching activities 
proposed and coordinated by the sy-
stem itself.

The Museum of Livigno and Trepalle 
organizes courses and field trips to 
discover the surrounding area and 
offers afternoon or evening leisure 
meetings as part of the initiatives 
coordinated by the Museum System 
of the Valtellina.  “Leisure Museum” 
offers evening classes on traditional 
activities, with a modern twist; while 
“Family Museum” gives children the 
opportunity to participate to various 
workshops about the life, habits and 
activities of kids in the past.
“School Museum” organizes 
workshops on traditions, tools, 

legends and landscape of the 
past through manual activities. In 
addition, the museum organizes 
personalized courses on local 
cultural heritage of schools.



WHERE
via Domenion, 51/53 - 23030 Livigno (So)

t. 0342 970296
mus@livigno.eu

Facebook: MUS-Museo-di-Livigno-e-Trepalle
www.sistemamusealevaltellina.it

HOURS
The opening of the museum

varies depending on the season.
For schedules go to

www.sistemamusealevaltellina.it

ADMISSION FEE


