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| ABSTRACT

This chapter traces the history of TeleSanterno, a local TV station found-
ed in 1974 in Casalfiumanese (Emilia-Romagna), which exemplifies the
complex interplay between national and local dimensions in Italian private
broadcasting. Emerging from grassroots experimentation, it rapidly evolved
into one of the most watched local channels in Italy, under the patronage
of entrepreneur Domenico Berti. TeleSanterno blended regional folklore,
dialects, and everyday stories with nationally recognized formats and celeb-
rities, embodying the cultural and economic ambivalences of Italy’s provin-
cia. Events like the fake UFO landing in 1979 encapsulate its imaginative
reach and promotional ambition, while the central role of Daniele Piombi
symbolizes its national aspirations without losing sight of its local roots. At
its peak, the channel localized national imaginaries while aiming for broader
visibility, before declining after Berti’s bankruptcy in 1983. TeleSanterno’s
story reveals how the provincia functioned not only as a geographical label,
but as a lens for rethinking media, identity, and cultural production at the
beginning of the 1980s.

' 'This article forms part of the dissemination activities carried out within the frame-

work of the ATLas project and specifically refers to the activities conducted by the Uni-
versity of Bologna team, composed of Luca Barra (Principal Investigator), together with
the author, Matteo Marinello, and Darcy Isabel Continanza.
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One of the most challenging knots to untangle in our research as the
Bologna Unit of ATLas — Atlas of Local Televisions, was the relationship
between the “national” and “local” dimensions (Ortoleva 1995, pp. 43-45).
At a certain point, rather than trying to resolve it, we chose to preserve
the ambivalence between these two levels. Sometimes one aspect prevailed
without ever completely overshadowing the other. This is particularly perti-
nent for the case of Telesanterno, a broadcaster founded in Casalfiumanese,
a town near Imola (Emilia-Romagna), in 1974.

1. TeleSanterno’s Origins

TeleSanterno’s origins fits in the mythology of the early 1970s: grassroots, ar-
tisanal television pioneered by amateurs who installed receivers on hilltops,
experimented with radio bands, and broadcasted from makeshift studios.
Among these pioneers was Tonino Ronchi, the owner of a shop of electron-
ics in Casalfiumanese. A skilled technician, he installed an antenna on a
nearby hill and began experimental, intermittent broadcasts from his base-
ment, using signals from foreign television channels. TeleSanterno — named
after the Santerno river flowing through Casalfiumanese — began to gain rec-
ognition by airing bicycle races, reports on local fairs, and other community
events. By the end of the year, on winter Sundays, the first studio program
aired: Scacciapensieri, a music show where a local D] made people dance in
the improvised studio. After this early, almost mythic phase, a new chapter
began — one that would transform the station into a real business and into
the most-watched local TV channel in Emilia-Romagna at its peak, and one
of the most distinctive on a national level (Barra and Marinello 2025).
After listening to the accounts of the professionals involved, watching
the survived programmes, and reading the written sources available?, all

2 See TeleSanterno’s resources within the ATLas web database:

heeps://historica.unibo.it/handle/20.500.14008/85295
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the ambiguities of the local-national dialectics emerge in full force. On one
hand, it seems implausible that TeleSanterno wanted to compete directly
with the national public broadcasting. Yet, its original programming oc-
casionally used dialect, regional songs, highlighted folklore and traditions,
and narrated “small” stories and emotions from the Santerno valley and
the Emilia-Romagna region. The TV station positioned itself as a “neigh-
bour” — something viewers could call and interact thanks to the open tele-
phone lines in several programs. It strongly emphasised good neighbour-
ly relations, even collaborating with competing TV and radio stations in
its broadcasts. Nevertheless, the channel later started to engage with the
broader Italian television, music, and entertainment industry. Indeed, the
presence of nationally recognized celebrities and genres made famous by the
public monopoly suggests a parallel aspiration to reach a broader audience.
This ambivalence between the “national” and the “local” extended to the
industrial and technical side of the channel: TeleSanterno recruited below-
the-line workers trained by national TV, operated in both local and national
advertising markets and progressively extended its broadcast range. By the
early 1980s, the signal reached all of Emilia-Romagna and beyond.

2. The TV and the provincia

Still, TeleSanterno retained the name of the Santerno River and its valley.
It wasn't the television station of a major city like Bologna, nor of a smaller
one like Imola; rather, it embodied what Italians call the provincia, a com-
mon-sensical concept loaded with multiple meanings — referring both to
rural and industrial districts, small municipalities, and mid-sized towns. It
conjures a space suspended between homeliness/cosiness and backwardness:
a nostalgic haven of lost authenticity, simple life and work, but also a sym-
bol of conservatism and parochialism. It is both a local category, speaking
of traditions, specificities and folklore, and a national metaphor, frequently
invoked to represent the real soul of Italy. Journalists and commentators
have long repeated that the “real country” lies in the Provincia — a mix of
empty spaces, small towns, and modest but industrious people (Diamanti
2017; Carradori 2019).

This imaginary underpinned the rise of many local tv stations in the
1970s, perceived at the beginning as a revanche by local communities or
as an opening of new spaces against the homogenizing effects of the cen-

77



MATTEO MARINELLO

tral state and national media (Sangiovanni 2013; Barra and Fassone 2024).
TeleSanterno, then, emerged in a context of new economic dynamism of
peripheries, specifically the so-called “Third Italy” of the centre and north-
east, an area characterized by small and medium-sized family-run businesses
that was considered different from both the model of the large industry
of northern cities and the traditional agricultural economy of the south
(Bagnasco 1978; Bartolini 2016).

3. Making TeleSanterno Known (1976-1979)

The turning point for TeleSanterno came indeed in 1976, when it caught the
attention of Domenico Berti, a businessman from Imola who — as a maga-
zine put it — had the “classic biography of a provincial self-made man” (n.a.
1979a). Starting from a modest agricultural venture, he built a small empire
in ceramics, electronics, engineering, and construction. His investments in
TeleSanterno were substantial: in 1977, the station moved into new studios
with equipment that rivalled those of RAI, the public service broadcaster.
Berti hired professionals and launched in-house training programs. Yet, un-
til 1980, the network had only four permanent employees, rising to sixteen
at the peak of its expansion in late 1982. The station relied heavily on exter-
nal collaborators, many unpaid. Management remained strictly family-run:
Berti’s wife Giuliana Bendanti served as president, coordinating activities,
while her brother Michele handled programming.

Berti himself was closely involved in all matters. His subordinates de-
scribed him as part entrepreneur, part visionary, part artist. “When he gave
us an idea, we became like lumberjacks being sent to Manhattan™, recalled
cameraman Raffacle Matteucci, evoking with this vivid image the disparity
between Berti’s ambitions and the TV’s actual technical resources and know-
how. Determined to invest in programming while aware of the network’s
economic fragility, Berti sought to localize the national imagination, bringing
familiar faces, formats, and styles into a smaller-scale commercial context.

This was done firstly thanks to the soft news. TeleSanterno did not have
a traditional news program but featured several segments which reflected its

3 The interview with Raffaele Matteucci was conducted in Casalifiumanese on March

11, 2023. Excerpts of the interview are available whitin the ATLas web database:
https://historica.unibo.it/handle/20.500.14008/88634 (last accessed: June 2025).
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decentralised nature and deep connection to its region. These included in-
terviews, on-location reports, and programs aimed both at showcasing life in
the provincia — often overlooked by RAI — and at promoting the channel be-
yond the Santerno Valley. Young journalist Gabriella Pirazzini curated Zerza
pagina, an arts program that avoided “falling into somewhat boredom,”
(Cassotti 1980) and Miscellanea, a hybrid show mixing almanac, cooking,
anecdotes, live calls, and a mail segment — sponsored by Loacker biscuits.
Thus, the programming on the provincia served the channel’s promo-
tional goals. A game show like 7raguardo a sorpresa (1978), opened with a
Romagnolo dialect theme song and became the Berti era’s first hit. Viewers
answered quiz questions by calling private radio stations that acted as in-
termediaries. But the main foundational episode in the channel lore was
the evening of 1 February 1979, when TeleSanterno staged a fake UFO
landing in Imola, inspired by Orson Welles” 7he War of the Worlds (1938).
During the show Lora del topo, the science fiction fan and host Eugenio
Marchi received a staged phone call announcing an alien landing on the
close Rocchetta hill. Live coverage followed, with maps, data, and experts
on screen. Berti supported the stunt for its promotional potential. Though
pre-recorded, the show appeared live and spontaneous, involving person-
alities from other local stations like VideoBologna and VideoModena to
bolster credibility, and to underline the importance of Telesanterno in a
context of shared broadcasting. In fact, the chronicle of the landing itself
seems to take second place when Marchi fakes connections via radio links
with local TV and radio stations throughout Italy, a sort of dream of alli-
ance and collaboration between local TVs from all parts of the country®.
In the end the farce escalated wen “communications” with NATO and
NASA bases were faked. Despite a “UFO landing simulation” disclaimer,
the broadcast sparked public alarm: phone lines were overwhelmed, people
drove to Rocchetta, and the Carabinieri were alerted — not for aliens, but
for potential public order issues. Nevertheless, the operation was a suc-
cess, and TeleSanterno was mentioned in the national press (n.a. 1979b;

Zanotti 1979).

4 Excerptsfrom theepisode can bevisualised within the AT Las database via the followinglink:

heep://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81448;  http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82441;
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/82438 (last accessed: June 2025)
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4. Local TV, National Flavour (1980-1983)

In the years that followed, the network became a stage for nationally known
talents, often from Emilia-Romagna — like tv host Daniele Piombi and the
comedy duo Pippo and Mario Santonastaso. Entertainment was central to
the schedule. Original productions were of course fewer thank acquired
films, TV series and cartoons, but they were central in the channel’s strategy,
aiming at visual and production quality and appeal. For Berti, programs had
to be “decent” — avoiding the sloppines common to local TV — and engag-
ing amid growing competition.

A qualitative leap occurred in October 1980, when Piombi launched £d4
¢ subito sabaro’, a mix of games, talk, and variety show that relied heavily on
audience phone participation. Piombi was certainly the lesser of the great
hosts of the national tv, but he was still a well-known face at national level:
he had worked in public television and soon became interested in private
broadcasting. Appointed artistic director, Piombi brought professionalism
to the team, tightened the pace of the shows, and emphasized the impor-
tance of having a good relationship with the advertisers. He also attracted
high-profile guests like Claudio Villa, Enzo Biagi, Dori Ghezzi, and Sandra
Mondaini, without losing the local-national duality exemplified by call-in
segments, where local voices and dialects creep back in. Berti stated that
Piombi was the channel’s “pull,” thanks to his following and multiple con-
tacts in show business. In a documentary from by Fabrizio Colliva — to
whom we are grateful for recovering and digitalizing part of the stations’s
video archive — Piombi recounted how he personally and informally per-
suaded many guests, often with promises of Romagna’s culinary delights.
Singer Domenico Modugno agreed to appear on the program on condi-
tion he be taken to a specific restaurant for rortellini: Piombi thus realized
that the provincia could be also an asset in the mediations of the backstage
(Colliva 2015).

Indeed, stars of national relevance seemed to have had a de facto final say
on the work rhythms and routines. Professionals recall the thrill of working
with their idols — but also the fast-paced environment, the stars’ entourag-

> Excerpts from episodes of Ed é subito sabato can be visualised within the ATLas data-
base via the following link: http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81432; http://hdl.han-
dle.net/20.500.14008/81437; http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14008/81431 (last accessed:
June 2025)
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es, and the guests’ eccentricities. Porn star Ilona Staller, for example, was
remembered for her professionalism — but also for controversies with au-
diences and authorities. Comedian Walter Chiari was described as erratic,
sometimes failing to appear when called to do his sketches as he was strug-
gling with addiction and financial problems.

5. The end of the “o0ld” TeleSanterno

All of this happened in 1982, the year that marked the network’s high point:
but all good things come to an end. The expansion and massive spend-
ing for original contents were accompanied by mounting debt. As Berti’s
businesses faced severe crisis — including his arrest and attempted suicide
— TeleSanterno was declared bankrupt on 19 October 1983. A message ap-
peared on screen: “Due to circumstances beyond our control, broadcasts are
temporarily interrupted” (n.a. 1983).

For two years, the network had attempted to compensate for losses. At
the end of 1982, it joined Euro-TV, a syndication circuit who fully acquired
the channel two years later. Despite corporate restructuring, the original
TeleSanterno — known for combining national-level production quality
with local and provincial traits — came to an end by the beginning of 1984.
Its limited but distinctive original programming gave way to purchased con-
tent (b-movies, tv series, cartoons) and teleshopping, fading from public
and professional memory. As cameraman Raffaele Matteucci recalled: “from
that moment on, TeleSanterno became something else [...] it had become
routine”™®.

¢ Interview with Raffaele Matteucci conducted in Casalifiumanese on March 11, 2023.
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