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Tale of two towns
The border between Italy and Slovenia  
has historically been marked by tragedy 
and conflict. The story is one of di�erences 
– cultural, linguistic and ideological –  
that culminated with the division of  
land between Italy and what was then 
Yugoslavia in the Paris peace treaties  
after the Second World War. 

Over the past year, however, there 
has been a decisive shift in the narrative, 
thanks to the EU’s European Capital of 
Culture initiative. In 2025 the Italian town 
of Gorizia and its Slovenian counterpart, 
Nova Gorica, have shared the honour. 
Between them, they have put on some 
2,000 border-fluid events, spanning 
everything from concerts to an Andy 
Warhol exhibition – a refreshing spirit of 
collaboration at a time of hardening global 
views on migration. “We have shown how  
a border that was seen as a limit or the  
end of a territory could become a place  
of sharing,” says Gorizia’s centre-right 
mayor, Rodolfo Ziberna, who explains  
that he can be in Nova Gorica in less  
time than it takes him to get to work.

Europe has celebrated a City of 
Culture annually since 1985. In the  
early years, it lasted a few months, with 
the focus on the continent’s biggest 
metropolises, such as Athens and Paris. 
Since then, it has covered lesser-known 
corners of the union, including this year’s 
two towns, alongside another nominee, 
Chemnitz in Germany. Since 2000 the 
gong has mostly gone to multiple places  
at a time. In 2026 both Oulu in Finland 
and Trencin in Slovakia will share what  
has now become a yearlong celebration  
of cultural events.

While it’s normal for other European 
cultural capitals to have a spruce up –  
in Gorizia’s case, a former wholesale 
market has been transformed into an 
events space and there’s a new park, 
Valletta del Corno, on a site of a once 
impenetrable wood – how many can  
claim a complete image revamp? “What  
we leave as a legacy is a town that has 
learnt to take part in dialogue,” says the 
mayor, reflecting on the closing ceremony 
on 5 December.

One of the places in recent decades  
to have most benefited from the status has 
been Glasgow in Scotland, which was the 
1990 European City of Culture. It took 
the opportunity to regenerate the city 
centre and move away from a reputation 
of post-industrial blight. Another standout 
was Lille, which was a European Capital 
of Culture in 2004 (alongside Italy’s 
Genoa). Its e�orts to regenerate focused 
on the region: 193 towns and cities nearby, 
including over the border in Belgium.

This year, Gorizia enjoyed a marked 
increase in visitors and it wants to 
capitalise on this once the fanfare has 
moved on to other parts of Europe. 
“This is the symbol of a community that 
is growing, that is opening up and that 
knows how to make its identity an engine 
of development,” says regional councillor 
Sergio Emidio Bini.

While the region’s cultural calendar 
might not be as packed in 2026, there are 
plans to welcome several events on either 
side of the border and to build on 2025’s 
uptick in tourists (up 30 per cent in the 
first half of the year, compared to the same 
period in 2024). “We are part of a network 
of places to visit now,” says Ziberna. That’s  
something worth toasting – and the mayor 
assures Monocle that the province’s 
Ribolla Gialla is rather good.
• ed stocker

1. Laurent Guillaume meets double Olympic 
champion snowboarder Pierre Vaultier

2. Preparing a shot in a glass made from ice
3. Guillaume attends a tree-planting session 

in Saint-Cha�rey
4. On location
5. Fireside reading by the O�ce for  

a Human Theatre

After a bumpy drive through a colourful larch forest, 
we pull over to fit snow chains on the wheels of our 
four-wheel drive before tackling the final stretch to our 
destination, 2,300 metres above sea level. “I’m passionate 
about the mountains but I’m no adrenaline junkie,” 
says Laurent Guillaume, a little nervous. We’re in the 
ski resort of Serre Chevalier, high above the town of 
Chantemerle. The TV presenter and his crew are here 
to visit a Canadian-style sugar shack just o� the slopes, 
where guests can try their hand at axe throwing and ta�y 
making using locally sourced honey. The duo behind 
the business, Sandrine Sucette and David Crockett, are 
preparing to open the shack for the upcoming season.

When we arrive at the cabin, our hosts are dressed  
in checked lumberjack jackets. They welcome Guillaume 
with a shot of a berry-infused spirit served in a glass 
made from ice. Guillaume empties his frozen cup and 
carries it to a custom-built catapult designed by Crockett, 
with which patrons are invited to launch their drinkware 
at a target a few hundred metres away. After several 
attempts, Guillaume hits the mark. “This is brilliant – no 
washing up,” he says. “Thank you and I wish you a great 
ski season,” he tells Sucette and Crockett, before turning 
to the camera with a smile. “And thank you for watching  
this programme. As always, I’ll see you next week.”

Today’s scenes are part of the 745th episode of 
Chroniques d’en Haut (Highland Chronicles), a show 
on TV channel France 3 in which Guillaume travels 
around the country’s mountainous regions to meet 
their inhabitants, or montagnards. “I’ve always been 
fascinated by small mountain hamlets,” says Guillaume, 
who has been presenting the show for 28 years. “The 
local customs and architecture speak volumes about the 
climate and the way of life here. I find the adaptation of 
mountain people to their environment remarkable.”

During our visit filming takes place near snow-capped 
peaks but the programme tends to focus on areas further 
down the mountain, where communities live year-round. 
“I love the inhabited areas the most – little chalets lost in 
the snow with smoke coming out of the chimney,” says 
Guillaume. Today’s episode takes place in the Guisane 
valley – a corner of the Hautes-Alpes department that 
is famous for its forests, which in autumn are ablaze 
with amber and deep-orange hues. Monocle follows 
the presenter as he meets a former athlete-turned-
environmentalist, a mountaineering storyteller and  
four brothers who run a local distillery.

tv / france

Higher 
ground
TV presenter Laurent Guillaume 
journeys through France’s highlands 
to chronicle the lives of those who  
call them home. We join him behind 
the scenes before the cameras roll.
writer:  Julia Webster Ayuso  
images:  James Reeve

theatre / italy

Acting on instinct
Alpine theatre group O�ce for a Human Theatre 
is creating immersive, site-responsive performances 
that change with the terrain and seasons. We 
venture into the mountains for a front-row seat.
writer:  Ilaria Sponda 
photography:  Andrea Mazzoni

In the Trentino-South Tyrol region 
of the Italian Alps, the silence is 
often only broken by the O�ce for 
a Human Theatre (oht). Founded 
by artist and curator Filippo 
Andreatta, oht is an unusual 
model of contemporary theatre – 
an organisation that morphs as it 
stages performances deep in nature. 

For oht, the Dolomites 
aren’t merely a backdrop but a 
collaborator. Their conditions 
shape the tone and tempo of the 
group’s community initiatives. 
Throughout the year, oht hosts 
creative retreats, educational 
excursions and open-air readings 
in the mountains. In 2025 this 
included the sixth edition of the 
Nomadic School. 

The project involves about 
25 practitioners from various 
disciplines venturing into the 
Alps to immerse themselves in 

the surroundings. Over 15 days, 
participants take cues from the 
land as they work on performances 
that unfold along mountain paths 
and around communal fires. 

oht programmes are designed 
and delivered with a responsive 
approach that mirrors the 
Dolomites’ blend of rugged beauty 
and refined simplicity, which 
means managing the unpredictable 
weather. But who doesn’t like 
singing in the rain? 

This winter, its programme 
includes readings of Mary Shelley’s 
novel Frankenstein. The text suits 
the season and the dramatic setting 
perfectly. As everyone takes their 
place around the fire, Andreatta 
begins to recite: “I consented to 
listen, and seating myself by the fire 
which my odious companion had 
lighted, he thus began his tale…” 
oht.art

Born in Lyon, Guillaume started his career as a reporter 
at local station Télé Lyon Métropole but soon realised 
that he wasn’t suited to the news. As a child, he had fallen 
in love with the mountains on visits to the Valloire ski 
resort so he transitioned into a role as a weatherman on 
France 3, which allowed him to “be in the right place at 
the right time” – in the mountains when it was snowing.

In 1998, Guillaume pitched Chroniques d’en Haut to his 
boss. “Though there was a programme about climbing, 
I realised that there wasn’t one telling the story of the 
French mountains and its inhabitants,” he says. The show 
hasn’t changed much since it launched, aside from its use 
of drones and the size of its cameras. France 3 is publicly 
funded so it can prioritise programmes’ cultural and social 
values over ratings. “We’re trying to make something that 
makes people feel good,” says Guillaume.

Though climate change, depopulation and the 
challenges faced by rural communities regularly come  
up in conversation, the point of Chroniques d’en Haut is to 
celebrate the beauty of mountain life. “This is a regional 
channel, which gives us a di�erent perspective from those 
who are producing national shows in the capital,” says 
Guillaume. “Local connection really matters because 
everything in France is heavily centralised in Paris.”

A few months ago, Guillaume became a montagnard, 
moving from Lyon to Valloire. “Finding snow on the 
ground feels like you’ve arrived after the party. You  
really have to see it falling,” he says. Guillaume has  
even installed special lights in his garden for this purpose. 
“Being in a cosy room and watching the snow fall  
outside – that’s the best feeling in the world.”
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values over ratings. “We’re trying to make something that 
makes people feel good,” says Guillaume.

Though climate change, depopulation and the 
challenges faced by rural communities regularly come  
up in conversation, the point of Chroniques d’en Haut is to 
celebrate the beauty of mountain life. “This is a regional 
channel, which gives us a di�erent perspective from those 
who are producing national shows in the capital,” says 
Guillaume. “Local connection really matters because 
everything in France is heavily centralised in Paris.”

A few months ago, Guillaume became a montagnard, 
moving from Lyon to Valloire. “Finding snow on the 
ground feels like you’ve arrived after the party. You  
really have to see it falling,” he says. Guillaume has  
even installed special lights in his garden for this purpose. 
“Being in a cosy room and watching the snow fall  
outside – that’s the best feeling in the world.”
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