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A cursory investigation of contemporary Italian literary, cinematic, and theatrical 

works produced since the 1990s reveals a marked interest in revisiting the dominant 

events of the twentieth century. Among the many episodes discussed, World War II, the 

postwar period, the 1968 protests, and the terrorist movements of the 1970s emerge as 

topics of particular interest for writers, playwrights, and cinematographers. Like the lieux 

de memoire described in Pierre Nora’s groundbreaking historiography, these “sites of 

memory” work through the “reciprocal overdetermination” of history and collective 

memory to act as bastions of national identity. This study examines a variety of works 

that draw upon Italy’s rich tradition of the historical novel and its most recent incarnation 

as the romanzo neostorico. Specifically, it shows how these works approach these sites of 

memory to unveil and explore the intricate web of memories and traumas underpinning 

the often-silencing narratives promoted by social and political institutions. Building on 

recent scholarship that advances the notion of a return to an engaged postmodernism, the 

author argues that these texts encourage their readers or spectators to engage with the 

formative sites of Italian national identity and to renegotiate their place within their own 
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experiences. She claims that works such as Ascanio Celestini’s Radio Clandestina, 

Cristina Comencini’s Due Partite, and Francesca Melandri’s Più alto del mare engender 

a critical rereading of history by creating new myths. For the author, this rereading takes 

place predominantly through an encounter with memory. Consistent with Toni 

Morrison’s conception of “rememory,” these innovative works use individual and 

collective recollections of the events cited above (experienced or “inherited” by many of 

the authors and readers themselves) to reassemble a “dismembered” past and open a 

space for the development and expression of nascent and marginalized subjectivities. 

This, in turn, creates spaces for confronting pressing sociopolitical issues in 

contemporary Italy. 



 viii 

Table of Contents 

Introduction..............................................................................................................1	  

Tracing Itineraries...........................................................................................9	  

Mnemonic Constructions ..............................................................................15	  

Chapter One- Back to the Beginning: Revisting the Memorial Legacies of Fascism 

and World War II ..........................................................................................36	  

The Abc’s of Fascism: Revisting Childhood Under Fascism with Eco, Belotti, 

and Diritti .............................................................................................45	  

Into the archive: Umberto Eco’s La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana

....................................................................................................45	  

Lessons in Womanhood: Pedagogies of Gender in Elena Gianini Belotti’s 

Pimpì Oselì .................................................................................54	  

Language after Trauma: Giorgio Diritti’s L’uomo che verrà ..............64	  

The Politics of Inheritance: The Theatre of Celestini and Cristicchi ...........77	  

Empty spaces and popular voices: Ascanio Celestini’s Radio Clandestina

....................................................................................................79	  

Songs of Exile: Simone Cristicchi’s Magazzino 18.............................85	  



 ix 

Chapter Two- Remembering The Postwar Period: Between Nostalgia and Forgetting

......................................................................................................................94	  

Jumping into Nostalgia: Stefano Benni’s Saltatempo ................................104	  

Memorial Reconstructions: Francesca Comencini’s In Fabbrica ..............112	  

The Ties that Bind: Cristina Comencini’s Due Partite...............................124	  

The Intrigues of Nostalgia: Wu Ming’s 54 .................................................136	  

Chapter Three- Renegotiating the Formidable: Nostalgia, the Forgotten, and il 

Sessantotto ..................................................................................................154	  

Two sisters, One movement: Cristina Comencini’s Il cappotto del turco..164	  

Memories of Individual and Collective Conflict: Antonio Pennacchi’s Il 

fasciocomunista .................................................................................175	  

Accio Benassi and 1968 at the Movies: Daniele Luchetti’s Mio fratello è figlio 

unico...................................................................................................189	  

Morphing History: Michele Placido’s Il grande sogno ..............................201	  

The ABC’s of Protest: Giovanni Bertolucci’s In cerca del sessantotto .....212	  



 x 

Chapter Four- Recomposing the Lacerated Body of State: Gli Anni di Piombo in Text 

and Memory ................................................................................................226	  

Building Impegno: Marco Tullio Giordana’s La meglio gioventù and Romanzo 

di una strage ......................................................................................235	  

Marco Baliani- Recomposing the body in Corpo di Stato and L’occasione ....

...........................................................................................................265	  

Islands of Trauma: Francesca Melandri’s Più alto del mare ......................284	  

Conclusion ...........................................................................................................302	  

Bibliography ........................................................................................................310	  

Primary Sources ..........................................................................................310	  

Secondary Sources ......................................................................................311	  

Vita ....................................................................................................................332	  

 

 
 



 1 

Introduction 

In the most recent edition of Italo Calvino’s Le città invisibili (1972), Mondadori’s 

editorial team includes a presentation of the novel drawn from the conference held by 

Calvino with the students of Columbia University’s Graduate Writing Division on March 

29, 1983. Referencing one of his most influential works, one that blends postmodern play 

with an incisive look at the tangible and intangible facets of the human experience as 

distilled through the cities conjured by Marco Polo for the Gran Khan, Calvino notes: “Le 

città sono un insieme di tante cose: di memoria, di desideri, di segni d’un linguaggio; le 

città sono luoghi di scambio, come spiegano tutti i libri di storia dell’economia, ma questi 

scambi non sono soltanto scambi di merci, sono scambi di parole, di desideri, di ricordi.”1 

While the text has given architects, city planners, and artists an innovative entry point for 

engaging with urban spaces, Calvino’s novel is also an enduring, if abstract, portrait of an 

Italy shaped by the tumultuous events of the twentieth century. In an essay on the work, 

Pier Paolo Pasolini notes that, despite the pessimistic tone that distinguishes Calvino’s 

later productions, Le città invisibili identifies in memory a means of articulating, if not 

necessarily creating, the notion of a better city or society.2 Although this dissertation 

                                                

1 Italo Calvino, Presentation of Le città invisibili (Milan: Mondadori, 2002), 15, iTunes e-book. “Cities are 
a combination of many things: of memory, of desires, of the signs of a language. Cities are the locus of 
exchange, as all books on the history of economy explain, but this exchange isn’t just an exchange of 
goods, it’s an exchange of words, of desires, of memory.“ Translation mine.  
2 Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Italo Calvino, Le città invisibili,” in Saggi sulla letteratura e sull’arte, ed. Walter 
Siti and Silvia De Laude, 1724-1730 (Milan: I Meridiani Mondadori, 1999).  
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examines Calvino’s literary production only as it filters through later works in the form of 

allusions to the writer’s first novel Sentiero dei nidi di ragno (1947), the echoes of 

memory as an item of exchange at the very basis of Italian society can be felt throughout 

more recent texts that revisit postmodernity (of which Calvino is undoubtedly a 

prominent figurehead) in an attempt to find ways of speaking of the past century that can 

help chart new directions for the future.3 In these novels, plays, and films, a sampling of 

which I discuss below, the memory exchange that helps shape individual and group 

identities at the social and political level becomes the very object of inquiry and 

reassessment. In these works, as in Le città invisibili, memory provides both the content 

and form for the narratives produced. The playwrights, authors, and directors do not just 

evoke the memories of Italy’s foundational events, but, through the various texts that 

have shaped this study, they seek to engage their readers and spectators in the very 

process of memory creation. They encourage their audiences to revisit the overlapping 

topographies of Italy past and present so as to (re)discover those spaces that allow for the 

development and performance of subject positions often censored in the discourses of 

prominent institutions.  

This dissertation builds off of a topic that has gained considerable momentum in 

recent years. The belief in a return to an “engaged postmodernism” has permeated 

academic inquiry and popular literary criticism since the early 2000s; one need only think 

                                                

3 Italo Calvino, Il sentiero dei nidi di ragno (Milan: Mondadori, 1993).  
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of the “nebulous narrative outpouring” identified by the collective authorship Wu Ming 

in “New Italian Epic versione 2.0, Memorandum 1993-2008” (discussed in greater detail 

below).4 In their timely, comprehensive, and provocative volume Postmodern Impegno 

(2009), editors Pierpaolo Antonello and Florian Mussgnug collect scholarly contributions 

that discuss topics ranging from critical theory to contemporary theatre and cinema to 

feminist life-writing and the 90s noir. They advance the claim that, “despite 

disagreements on any number of points of detail,” scholars implicated in a wide variety 

of discursive fields on contemporary Italian culture can agree that, in many of the texts 

produced since the 1990s, the “pluralism and discursive openness” of postmodern 

thought has not emerged as “an obstacle to progressive politics, but [as] its enabling 

condition.”5 While acknowledging “the disillusionment and disengagement” that has 

accompanied “the radical commodification of cultural values and products,” they also 

highlight the inception “of new forms of political and ethical awareness.”6 Disavowing 

claims regarding the “forgetfulness” endemic to postmodernity, they identify a “new 

generation of postmodern artists and intellectuals” actively involved in “rediscovering 

and reframing” the twentieth century’s “most traumatic events” so as to re-compose 

“their historical, cognitive and ethical meaning, making them newly available for future 
                                                

4 Wu Ming 1,“New Italian Epic versione 2.0, Memorandum 1993-2008: narrativa, sguardo oblique, ritorno 
al futuro,” Creative Commons, 2008, http://www.carmillaonline.com/archives /cat_ new_italian_epic.html.  
5 Pierpaolo Antonello and Florian Mussgnug, introduction to Postmodern Impegno: Ethics and 
Commitment in Contemporary Italian Culture, ed. Pierpaolo Antonello and Florian Mussgnug (Bern: Peter 
Lang, 2009), 3.  
6 Ibid., 4.  
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generations.”7 The Italian concept of impegno (which roughly equates to the English 

engagement) is thus subverted and reclaimed from its place in hegemonic structures of 

signification and put to work in the examination of “complex social phenomena.”8 It 

serves as the foundation for a “self-reflexivity and irony” heavily invested in preventing 

any “possible urge to trivialize historical, political or ethical questions.”9 Observed across 

media platforms, this postmodern impegno (which traces its roots to the concept of 

pensiero debole or “weak thought” espoused by Italian theorists Gianni Vattimo and Pier 

Aldo Rovatti) ties together a wide variety of texts actively involved in a critical 

reevaluation of the present.10 This re-evaluation takes place through both a direct critique 

of present events and a re-examination of memories and representations of the past.   

In this dissertation I draw inspiration from an argument made, but only 

superficially developed, in Antonello and Mussgnug’s ambitious study. Grouping Sergia 

Adamo’s essay “La giustizia del dimenticato: la linea giudiziaria nella letteratura del 

                                                

7 Ibid., 17. This reevaluation takes place by revisiting memories and represenations of the past (as I argue 
in this dissertation) and by subjecting more contemporary events to closer scrutiny. In my own research, as 
will be demonstrated in the works chosen below, I don’t subscribe to the notion of a generation as defined 
in Postmodern Impegno with its focus on the artists born in the 1970s or 1980s. I speak, rather, of the 
works of a group of artists (born at different points in the twentieth century) working within a specific time 
frame of production.  
8 Ibid., 22.  
9 Ibid. 
10 See Giuseppe Stellardi, “Pensiero debole, Nihilism and Ethics, or How Strong is Weakness?” in 
Postmodern Impegno: Ethics and Commitment in Contemporary Italian Culture, ed. Pierpaolo Antonello 
and Florian Mussgnug, 83-99 (Bern: Peter Lang, 2009). Pensiero debole can be very briefly be described as 
the negation of the “greater truths” that have shaped western thought in favor of the “smaller truths” 
advanced through the lens of subjective experience. In his essay, Giuseppe Stellardi argues that Giovanni 
Vattimo advanced this theory not to advocate a withdrawal from politics but to foreground the importance 
of freedom and the reduction of violence for the negotiation of identities (92).  
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Novecento,” Robert Gordon’s “Postmodernism and the Holocaust in Italy,” and 

Antonello’s “New Commitment in Italian ‘Theatrical Story-Telling’: Memory, 

Testimony and the Evidential Paradigm,” Antonello and Mussgnug posit that in this 

nascent form of impegno, “memories are not simply passed down from generation to 

generation, but re-configured within a new symbolic and political space, and thereby 

given new epistemic and ethical significance.”11 I examine works that, drawing upon 

Italy’s rich tradition of the historical novel (and its most recent incarnation as the 

romanzo neostorico), specifically address World War II, the postwar period, 1968, and 

the terrorist movements of the 1970s to unveil and explore the intricate web of memories 

that underpins the silencing narratives advanced by dominant political and social bodies 

of power. In these works, the authors conjure what Pierre Nora has defined as lieux de 

memoire or “sites of memory” that through the “reciprocal overdetermination” of history 

and collective memory come to serve as the bastions of national identity.12 Through his 

encounter with these formative sites of Italian national identity, the reader or spectator is 

encouraged to renegotiate the place of these historical events within his or her own 

experience.  

For the purpose of this study I have selected novels, feature films, documentaries, 

and plays produced in Italy since 1990 in which the individual and shared memories of 

the formative events of the twentieth century serve not just as the object of narration, but 

                                                

11 Antonello and Mussgnug, introduction, 17. 
12 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations no. 26 (1989): 19.  
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also as the very vehicle of transmission. Through close textual analysis and an 

engagement with contemporary memory theory, I argue that works such as Ascanio 

Celestini’s Radio clandestine, Crisitina Comencini’s Due Partite, Marco Baliani’s Corpo 

di Stato and the others analyzed in this study engender a critical rereading of history by 

engaging in a process that Claudia Boscolo has defined (in relation specifically to the 

works of the New Italian Epic), as “mythopoeisis” or the creation of new myths.13 I 

propose that this rereading takes place, however, predominantly through the encounter 

with memory. As with Toni Morrison’s conception of “rememory,” these innovative 

works utilize individual and collective recollections of the aforementioned events 

(experienced or “inherited” by many of the authors themselves) to reassemble a 

“dismembered” past and open a space for the development and expression of nascent 

subjectivities.14 This, in turn, enables the individual to engage more fully with the current 

sociopolitical context.  

 Although much study has been dedicated to the historical novel, relatively little 

attention has been given to the way in which its more recent forms act as a vehicle for the 

transmission of memory and the re-elaboration of the individual’s place within the social 

and political spheres of contemporary Italy. This ever-evolving hybridic form, a 

foundational part of Italy’s larger literary tradition since the publication of Alessandro 

                                                

13 Claudia Boscolo, “The idea of epic and New Italian Epic,” Journal of Romance Studies 10, no. 1 (2010): 
19.  
14 The concept of “rememory” was originally drawn from Toni Morrison’s Beloved (New York: Afred A. 
Knopf, 1987) and has since become an important element in memory studies and postcolonial studies.  
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Manzoni’s I promessi sposi (1827), has emerged time and again as a narrative platform 

throughout which to debate the issues of national identity and the limitations of 

historiographical inquiry.15 Here I explore a variety of texts that borrow the conventions 

of this form—particularly its reflexivity, its alternation between fiction and the 

imaginary, and its tendency to “eschew dramatising the lives of well known ‘real’ figures 

in favor of alternative points of view— to directly engage events that have a lasting 

influence on the grammar of social and political interaction in Italy.16 While Wu Ming’s 

“Memorandum 2.0” contextualizes but a small part of this body of works as belonging to 

the New Italian Epic, their use of the term allegoritmo offers an important foundation for 

analyzing those works that conjure the enduring narratives of the past.17 For Wu Ming, a 

text’s allegoritmo (often brought to the attention of the reader by the sguardo obliquo or 

                                                

15 Jerome De Groot, The Historical Novel (New York: Taylore & Francis, 2010), 2. In his study, De Groot 
notes that the historical novel must be considered, “one of the most hybridic of forms” (48). He writes: 
“Historical writing can take place within numerous fictional locales: romance, detective, thriller, 
counterfactual, horror, literary, gothic, post-modern, epic, fantasy, mystery, western, children’s 
books…The form manages to hold within itself conservatism, dissidence, complication, and simplicity; it 
attracts multiple, complex, dynamic audiences…” (2). This quality has emerged throughout my analysis of 
the novels, plays, and films included in this dissertation. Repeatedly, the historical novel’s particular 
exploration of the past is coupled with the generic conventions of the romance novel, the Italian detective 
story or giallo, the found fiction documentary, and others.  
16 Ibid.,8. In speaking to the fusion between fiction and the “imaginary,” I am applying, to a degree, 
Wolfgang Iser’s understanding of the relationship between the “fictive” and the “imaginary.”  In the 
introduction to his groundbreaking work, Wolfgang Iser defines the “fictive” as an act that crosses the 
boundaries from fact into fiction while maintaining a firm grasp on what has been overstepped. This act, 
when perceived by the reader, helps stimulate the “featureless and inactive potential” of the imaginary. The 
act of the imagination involves the reader in the very construction of meaning, allowing him or her to 
bridge the space between their own personal experiences and knowledge of the world and the events 
depicted. Wolfgang Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1993), xv, xvii.  
17 Wu Ming 1, “Memorandum,” 25. Wu Ming borrows and redefine “allegoritmo” from the studies on 
gamer culture advanced by Alex Galloway and McKenzie Wark.  
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“oblique perspective” of an unconventional narrator) manifests as an entrenched and ever 

shifting pathway that, if followed, brings the reader to the deeper metahistoric allegory 

described by Walter Benjamin in The Origin of German Tragic Drama in 1925.18 This 

allegory—a rich and enduring subtext that can be reactivated throughout time— brings 

together seemingly distant temporal planes and opens the present moment to 

investigation.19 Although the works I examine often lie beyond the realm of the NIE and 

consequently do not follow the other generic conventions as outlined in Wu Ming’s 

“Memorandum,” the presence of an underlying allegoritmo can be felt throughout. My 

discussion of Christina Comencini’s Due Partite offers a particularly compelling 

example. Although the play features two acts set in different periods of recent Italian 

history, the connection of the events represented to the audience’s quotidian experience 

remains ever-present. The play’s subtext alerts the spectator to an underlying criticism of 

the persistent structures of subjugation circumscribing female agency in Italy in the past 

and today. 

In examining the ways this deeper allegory is made available to the readers and 

audiences of the texts explored in the following chapters, this dissertation strives to 

address the following questions: What are the implications of setting a work in the 

                                                

18 Ibid., 26, 15. For Wu Ming, the “oblique perspective” of an unexpected narrator (often an animal or 
inanimate object, such as the McGuffin television set in the novel 54) becomes the ideal site for a “fusion 
of ethics and style.” The concept of a “pathway” resonates also with Umberto Eco’s critical text Six Walks 
in the Fictional Works in which the author/literary critic describes the interaction between author, text, and 
an ideal reader.   
19 Ibid. 
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“remembered” past? What is the relationship of these works to historical discourse? What 

memory is addressed and whose is it? What form does this memory take? How do these 

works articulate the relationship between disparate sites of memory? And how do they 

connect to the current social and political climate of Italy? In addressing these queries, I 

intend to expand upon extant definitions of the Italian historical novel and to add to the 

growing body of knowledge on the role of memory in contemporary Italian literature, 

theatre, and cinema. I also hope to provide a foundation for future research on an 

evolving body of works deeply concerned with finding ways to remember the past that 

can help create inroads for the future.  

TRACING ITINERARIES 

In order to discuss the way in which these writers and directors utilize memory to 

dismantle the closed narrative universe of the romanzo storico and open the foundational 

sites of Italian memory to engagement, it is first necessary to discuss the way in which 

the Italian historical novel has developed since the second half of the twentieth century. 

Margherita Ganeri, Gala Rebane, and Giuliana Benvenuti each offer important 

contributions to the study of the historical novel and its evolution under postmodernism 

at the turn of the twenty-first century by building off Hayden White’s theories on the 

evolving historiographic sensibility (as well as the surrounding debate) of the late 

twentieth century. Ganeri, Rebane, and Benvenuti consequently redefine the very genre 

of the romanzo storico. Ganeri’s Il romanzo storico in Italia (1999) and Rebane’s Re-

Making the Italians (2010) specifically address the vibrant resurgence and redevelopment 
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of the historical novel that takes place beginning in the 1980s. Both works stem from the 

belief that —unlike the break advocated by scholars such as Barberti, Squarotti, and 

Moretti— the Italian romanzo storico does not exhaust itself in the romantic-

risorgimentale period, but takes on a variety of forms that increasingly rely on parody 

and the polemic.20 As Ganeri notes, “the genre itself -—marked from its very emergence 

by an intrinsically ambiguous and protean nature— walks the line between “literature and 

paraliterature, between political and propagandistic discourse” in order to continually 

serve as a instrument of political resistance.21 For Ganeri, the romanzo storico is not a 

genre or a content-based structure, but a literary mode. Her insight into the historical 

novel as a mode, rather than genre, arguably holds the possibility of opening the field of 

inquiry to other mediums (such as film, theatre, and song) that employ similar tactics to 

“re-think history.” The responsibility innate to this mode of literary investigation remains 

a relevant means for exploring the “deontological confines” between literature and 

historiography.22 The closed, unchanging romanzo storico italiano thus becomes a 

variable, fluid entity capable of serving as a multidimensional and potentially 

revolutionary analytic vessel. Because the postmodern period witnesses this revival of the 

romanzo storico, Ganeri ascribes to Northrop Frye’s observation that the historical novel 

                                                

20 Margherita Ganeri, Il romanzo storico in Italia: Il dibattito critico dalle origini al postmoderno (Lecce: 
Piero Manni, 1999), 7, 25.  
21 Ibid., 8.  
22 Ibid., 10.  
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often re-emerges in periods of profound transformation.23 The sense of an “eternal 

present” and of “the end of history” so central to critical postmodern thought prompts 

Ganeri to view the “romanzo neostorico” as a possible surrogate for a now fragmentary 

collective memory. Within this framework, the narration of the past in the novel becomes 

a way to both exorcize the fear produced by the technological revolution of the late 1980s 

and to represent the changes wrought to the selective processes of historical memory.  

In Re-Making the Italians, Rebane delves into the very socio-political 

transformations (cursorily introduced by Ganeri) that inspired the search for new 

collective identities through literary explorations of the past.24 Her work ostensibly sets 

out to discern the motivations behind Italians’ search for new identities and the choice of 

the historical novel as a primary cognitive vessel. It also explores the actual 

manifestations of this search within various literary texts and the limitations of applying 

such a supposition to the wide range of contemporary Italian historical fiction.25 Her 

investigation therefore focuses on the deep rifts caused by the crisis of the State in the 

1990s and the emergence of ethno-nationalist parties.26 She posits that, within this 

context, Italian intellectuals are called to once again act as the “primary advocates and 

                                                

23 Ibid., 11.  
24 Gala Rebane, Re-Making the Italians: Collective Identities in the Contemporary Italian Historical Novel 
(New York: Peter Lang, 2012), 15.  
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
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agents of social change.”27 Their respective works, especially within the field of historical 

fiction, attempt to diagnose the processes of identity construction and re-negotiation that 

took place at a unique stage of the larger historical development. Their texts are thus 

more relevant for their connection to the “problematic or unfamiliar” present than for any 

available insights into historical knowledge.28 These works (most of which are set in a 

place and/or time far removed from contemporary Italy) subtly address those concerns 

that repeatedly emerge in public and scientific forums to serve as the receptacles of 

“cultural memory, agents of identity construction and mediums of social 

transformation.”29  

This analytic perspective is particularly applicable to this dissertation due to its 

resonance with the claims advanced by Wu Ming 1 on the renewed engagement of the 

New Italian Epic. In the final section of his “Memoradum,” Wu Ming 1 (a member of the 

larger collective authorship formerly known as Luther Blisset) proposes that the works of 

authors such as Carlo Lucarelli, Wu Ming, and Giuseppe Genna break away from the 

playful numbness of a postmodernismo da quattro soldi (namely, a cheap, commercial 

postmodernism) toward a literature that remains actively invested in the present 

moment.30 As in the works cited by Wu Ming 1 and (as I propose) the other works 

analyzed in this study, the narratives explored by Rebane bring the past into direct 
                                                

27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 18.  
30 Wu Ming 1, “Memorandum,” 33.  
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relation with the present and help orient the “time experience” of both individuals and 

collectives.  

In Il romanzo neostorico italiano (2012), Giuliana Benvenuti explores the way in 

which this “time experience” struggles against more established, authoritative narratives 

to recover or re-present memories and experiences that have been erased through the 

dynamic interplay of specific realities with overarching power structures. Through a 

detailed analysis of works by Hilary Putnam, Umberto Eco, Carlo Ginzburg, and Jerzy 

Topolski she reveals a complex cultural and intellectual dialectic that—within the 

postmodern historical sensibility described by White— allows literature to present itself 

as historiography’s rival.31 The former “marginalization” of literature and the difficulty of 

opposing the “hegemony of “visual and mediatic culture” lies at the very center of 

Benvenuti’s larger analysis.32 In “Un sapere dell’altro,” she discusses the emergent 

attempt of various writers to practice a “critical and divergent form of writing” that 

opposes said marginality.33 Harking back again to White, Benvenuti reaffirms the 

importance of re-orienting mainstream academic and literary discourse to processes of 

legitimization.34 In so doing, she attempts to privilege an interrogation of historical 

narratives that construct a “knowledge of the other” and of the “reports, archives and 

                                                

31 Giuliana Benvenuti, Il romanzo neostorico italiano: Storia, Memoria e Narrazione (Rome: Carocci, 
2012), 18.  
32 Ibid., 21.  
33 Ibid., 21.  
34 Ibid., 22.  
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documents” that belong to the other without granting her or him agency.35 For Benvenuti, 

a closer analysis of the structures of power governing the erasure of memory holds the 

possibility for revealing the very entity that was erased. She shifts the analytic lens from 

the text itself to the environment that consumes it. Her investigation of her chosen 

romanzi neostorici consequently begins with understanding the locus of knowledge 

construction, the “’specific’ position of these writers within the field of literary 

production…the motivations of the editorial market, the expectations of the public and 

the way in which the text does or does not answer these expectations.”36 In so doing, the 

dialogue between market and text becomes a means of mapping the relationship between 

an “unresolved reality” and the narrative practices shaping its representations. 37 

 While these studies provide a rich and compelling discursive platform, a joint 

analysis helps reveal the lacunae of this particular field of academic inquiry. Although 

each text ostensibly addresses the mnemonic currents of contemporary Italian society, the 

relationship of memory to this mode of literary production remains relatively obscure. 

Both Rebane and Benvenuti specifically utilize memory as a dominant category of 

analysis, but they fail to fully contextualize the processes that govern memory 

construction and transmission. Ganeri’s study hardly addresses the subject at all. These 

scholars emphasize the connections between specific historical events and the late-

                                                

35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 24.  
37 Ibid., 25. 
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postmodern articulations of the romanzo storico, but their works gloss over the unique 

dialectic shaping the interaction of individual experience, collective memory, and history. 

The collective referenced within these texts emerges as an almost amorphous entity that 

permeates the whole of Italian society. Furthermore, due to the intrinsic ambiguity of 

their definitions, the relation of the individual to the collective—and by extension, to the 

larger sociopolitical context— remains notably underdeveloped.  

MNEMONIC CONSTRUCTIONS 

 A closer analysis of the points of contact between analyses of Italian society (in 

both the contemporary moment and during the historical frames shaping contemporary 

artistic production) and the field of memory studies offers valuable insight into the way in 

which the individual and the collective take part in the construction of memory. Maurice 

Halbwach’s highly influential On Collective Memory (translated and published in 1992) 

proposes that memory exists almost exclusively within the social frameworks “used by 

people living in society to determine and retrieve their recollections.”38 For Halbwach, 

these frameworks create a space that allows not only for the expression of memory, but 

also for the reproduction and editing needed to create a cohesive and successful social 

entity. Family, religion, and social class—and, arguably, political affiliation— rest upon a 

mutually agreed upon structure of signification that derives its authority from a shared 

memorial legacy. In the contemporary Italian social and political environment, left and 
                                                

38 Maurice Halbwach, On Collective Memory, trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 43.  
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right wing political parties derive much of their influence from a carefully constructed 

mnemonic font that traces its roots to War World War II, the postwar period, and the 

years of unrest following the 1968 student movement. This font delineates both group 

identity and the separate nature of the “other(s).”  

 A brief survey of the dominant collectives in Italy over the course of the last 

seventy years reveals an emphasis on the “visual” display of shared affiliation. Historical 

accounts and literary investigations (particularly texts such as Luisa Passerini’s 

Autoritratto di Gruppo and Alberto Moravia’s Il Conformista) have remarked (both 

explicitly and implicitly) on the way in which mutually constructed codes of conduct and 

appearance determine social success at different points of Italian history. The strength of 

these codes— the influence of which is evident even today in the self-fashioning of 

specific social and political groups— underlines the difficulty in asserting a unique, yet 

socially viable, subjectivity. In How Societies Remember (1989), Paul Connerton further 

expands Halbwach’s original thesis to suggest that the participation of the individual 

within society is dependent almost exclusively on his ability to physically embody the 

memorial legacy of the collective to which he strives to belong. Dress, speech, and even 

gesture mark each person as belonging to a specific group. Through these attributes (and 

others), the individual expresses the narrative of his life as belonging to a more extensive 

network of interconnected narratives; in so doing, he constructs his identity.39  

                                                

39 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 21. 



 17 

 Although both Connerton and Halbwach imply that the individual holds little 

power in the negotiation of either his own identity or that of the group to which he 

belongs, in Memory, History, Forgetting (2000) Paul Ricoeur advances the notion that 

memory, both individual and collective, operates in the “wake of the imagination.”40 

Historical narrative and group identities are created and re-negotiated through the 

dynamic interplay of different, often competing testimonies. Over the course of my 

research, I have noted that the innovative character of the texts produced in the 1990s and 

2000s resides primarily in their ability to contest preexisting cultural scripts and advance 

unique, highly nuanced understandings of specific historical experiences. Through 

narratives that merge historical “fact” and individual memory, these works advance 

testimonies that reconfigure the relationship of the individual to the surrounding social 

milieu.  

  The close affinity of War World II, the postwar, 1968, and the anni di piombo to 

Nora’s conception of lieux de memoire reveals the subversive potentiality of narratives 

that open specific historical events to re-investigation and rearticulation. In “Between 

Memory and History,” the introduction to Les lieux de Memoire (1989), Nora examines 

the way in which “realms of memory” emerge as turning points in history where 

“consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with the sense that memory has been 

torn—but torn in such a way as to pose the problem of the embodiment of memory in 

                                                

40 Paul Ricouer, Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 5.  
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certain sites where a sense of historical continuity persists.”41 For Nora, the “acceleration 

of history” reverberates through contemporary society as a sense of loss for the concrete 

ties to institutions and ideologies that permitted the conservation and transmission of 

group values and ideals.42 He posits that contemporary French identity is therefore rooted 

predominantly in the recognition of specific sites (whether physical or ideological) as the 

embodiment of a renewed continuity between past historical events and the present.43 

Lieux de memoire thus emerge as entities that escape the bounds of history in order to 

“anchor, condense, and express the exhausted capital” of collective French memory.44 

There are mises in abyme that, by encapsulating the various forces at play in historical 

representation, allow the viewer or reader to connect past, present, and future. Within the 

various groups that compose society, their significance is constructed through the 

interaction of individual experience, collective memory, and historical narrative. It may 

be argued that Italian national identity is similarly bound to realms of memory. In 

conjuring and expanding these lieux, these works produce the opportunity for the 

individual to participate in the dialogue that perpetually shapes each “realm” and to 

renegotiate the place of these sites in the development of a critical and autonomous “I.”  

                                                

41 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memoire,” Representations 0, no. 26, trans. 
Marc Roudebush (1989): 7-24. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 8.  
44 Ibid., 24.  
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 When discussing the memorial legacy of these sites it is of course necessary to 

distinguish between the memories of events experienced first hand, those “inherited” by 

individuals living in a given social context, and those accessed through research and 

secondary source materials. In Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), writer, director, and 

human rights activist Susan Sontag meditates at length on what it means to “remember” 

the pain of others as experienced through media images.45 In this insightful piece on war 

photography and broadcasts, she notes that images, in particular photographs “objectify: 

they turn an event or a person into something that can be possessed.”46 For Sontag this 

objectification, however much of an emotional response it may trigger in its audiences, 

can never truly capture the pain or horror of individuals and communities for whom that 

image represents a lived reality. While a photograph may move, enrage, or provoke its 

viewers to action, there is always a part of that experience that resists complete 

translation.47 Since the emergence of memory studies as a field of inquiry, scholars have 

engaged in a passionate debate on what it means to “remember’ an event, particularly 

when one was not there to witness it directly. In The Generation of Postmemory (2012), 

scholar Marianne Hirsch observes that this debate has been marked by “controversies, 

disagreements, and painful divisions.”48 Speaking through the field of Holocaust studies, 

                                                

45 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003), iTunes e-book. 
46 Ibid., 101.  
47 Ibid., 158.  
48 Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 1.  
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in which the issue of generational memory has given rise to a number of compelling 

treatises, she writes that what is often “at stake is not only a 

personal/familial/generational sense of ownership and protectiveness, but an evolving 

ethical and theoretical discussion about the workings of trauma, memory and 

intergenational acts of transfer.”49 She invites her readers to ponder what it means to 

carry on the stories of past generations without appropriating them and without letting 

them displace personal narratives in the present.50 In the case of her own memories and 

those of other second-generation holocaust survivors, she uses the term “postmemory” to 

discuss the “stories, images, and behaviors” that fundamentally shaped the development 

of their subject positions from infancy.51 For Hirsch, the notion of postmemory captures 

the way in which past events continue to exert their influence on the present.  

 Although Hirsch turns to postmemory to analyze specific instances in which 

memories are transmitted across generational lines, her study cites another compelling 

scholarly contribution that speaks to the more equivocal notion of memories shared 

within a given social or cultural context through the encounter with an “experiential site” 

such a movie theater or museum.52 In Prosthetic Memory (2004) Alison Landsberg 

argues that an individual who comes into contact with the past through a medium such as 

                                                

49 Ibid., 2.  
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., 5.  
52 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of 
Mass Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 2.  
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film can take “on a more personal, deeply felt memory of a past event through which he 

or she did not live. The resulting prosthetic memory has the ability to shape that person’s 

subjectivity and politics.”53 While Landsberg notes that these forms cannot truly make 

claim to authenticity or ownership, she warns against ignoring their “power and political 

potential.”54 In examining the ever-developing context of mass culture, she proposes that 

prosthetic memories create “the conditions for ethical thinking precisely by encouraging 

people to feel connected to, while recognizing the alterity of the ‘other.’”55 They respond 

to deeply seated cultural traumas to provide the “basis for mediated collective 

identification and the production of potentially counterhegemonic public spheres.”56 

When confronted with these representations, the individual is encouraged to find new 

ways of relating to a culturally resonant historical episode and its place in the articulation 

of a social and political subject position. While many of the authors whose works I 

examine below speak to and through personal experience, some (particularly those that 

write of World War II and the ventennio) have delved into archives, oral testimonies, and 

historiographical accounts to recreate the periods they wish to interrogate. Their works 

consequently navigate the various memorial registers that shape the individual’s 

relationship to a given site of memory.  

                                                

53 Ibid.  
54 Ibid., 3.  
55 Ibid., 9.  
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In order to facilitate my discussion of how these texts open specific lieux de 

memoire to the renewed inquiry of the reader or spectator, I have organized my 

dissertation around the sites addressed. Each chapter examines works that speak to the 

memorial legacies of one of the events that shaped Italy from the ventennio fascista to the 

anni di piombo. Over the course of my research, I have determined that, in addition to 

revisiting the individual or shared memories of WWII, the postwar, 1968, and the years 

of lead, these works also interrogate the memorial practices governing their integration in 

the collective imaginary. Consequently, each section also grapples with the way 

memories of a given period are created and sustained. Chapter One, “Back to the 

Beginning: Revisiting the Memorial Legacies of Fascism and World War II,” is dedicated 

to those works that explore the often ignored memorial legacies of Italy’s participation in 

the Second World War and of the twenty years of fascist rule that preceded it. Given the 

“evanescent” nature of the memories of those that experienced this event first hand and 

the processes of archivization that shape the recollections of younger generations, I 

examine the way these works engage with postmodern archival practice and oral 

historiography to renegotiate the role of memorial traces in the articulation of individual 

and shared identities. I have divided this chapter into two dominant sections based on the 

topics of inquiry that emerged over the course of my research. I found that most works 

looked beyond narratives of partisanship to re-visit the memorial legacies of vulnerable 

non-combatant populations; these works manifest a concerted effort with exhuming the 

material culture related to the experiences of early childhood and to those of the victims 
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of massacres and reprisals. My discussion opens with a close reading of Umberto Eco’s 

La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana (2004), a novel largely dedicated to recreating 

the “paper memory” of the generation raised during fascist rule. Reading Eco’s novel 

against treatises on the hypertext, I explore the ways his text mimics the referentiality 

inherent to postmodern literary production to push his reader to revisit the various 

sources that shaped the childhood of his protagonist and of the generation born during 

fascism. I argue that, by opening the “archive” of his childhood to the scrutiny of the 

reader, the narrator encourages that reader to renegotiate the place of each fragment in the 

articulation of his or her gendered identity politics. Building on this topic, I turn my focus 

to Elena Gianini Belotti’s Pimpì Oselì (1994). Belotti’s autobiographical novel is 

similarly concerned with re-examining the pedagogical structures shaping early 

childhood development through the presentation of mnemonically charged fragments. 

Her work, like Eco’s, examines the way in which heteronormative conceptions of gender 

tied to fascist systems of signification remain an unspoken part of present day social 

practice. Through the perspective of Cecilia, a young girl navigating primary school 

under fascist rule, the narrator highlights the connections between past and present 

gender pedagogies. The gendered perspective of a young girl also plays a pivotal role in a 

text that bridges the two discursive threads uncovered over the course of my analysis. 

Giorgio Diritti’s L’uomo che verrà (2009) utilizes the inquiring gaze of Martina to 

disinter the buried memorial legacies of the community massacred at Marzabotto by the 

Nazis. This film creates an evanescent and imaginative reconstruction of events that have 



 24 

been relegated to the margins of historical inquiry and collective memory for many years. 

It couples its discussion of the “forgotten” memorial inheritance of this event with a 

deeper analysis of entrenched structures of violence against women. Through my 

investigation of how the film attempts to (re)member an event that still acts as the 

memorial cornerstone for the descendants of its survivors, I introduce a discussion on two 

theatrical works that strive to perform the shared memory of memorial communities 

forged through loss. This section begins with an analysis of Ascanio Celestini’s Radio 

Clandestina: Memoria Delle Fosse Ardeatine (2005). In this one-man monologue, 

Celestini provides an innovative point of entry in to the Massacre of the Fosse Ardeatine 

as previously explored in Alessandro Portelli’s L’ordine è gia stato eseguito (2005). The 

play combines historiographic research with the inherited memorial legacy of its narrator 

to create a dialogic relationship with the audience that involves them in the construction 

of memory. The chapter closes with an exploration of Simone Cristicchi’s Magazzino 18 

(2014), a transmediatic work that has evolved from song to theatrical piece and most 

recently to pulp historical text. In this work, the author attempts to borrow from the 

legacies of Italian popular music and Italy’s theater of narration (as developed by 

playwrights such as Celestini and Marco Baliani) to revisit another historical event that 

has contributed to Italy’s divided memory: the Istrian exile. This musical play delves into 

a forgotten “archive”—as embodied by the warehouse that still holds the personal effects 

of this displaced group— to create a space in which the audience can bear witness to the 

pain and loss of a community whose stories still remain largely unacknowledged. This 



 25 

work and the others explored in this chapter breathe new life into the archives and oral 

historiographies of the ventennio and, in so doing, help revive the fading memories of a 

period that still influences social and political discourses in present-day Italy.  

In Chapter Two, “The Postwar Period Between Nostalgia and Forgetting,” I 

analyze a series of works that utilize the nostalgic register of the 1950s and early 1960s to 

examine the forgotten traumas of the period and their enduring legacy in the present. I 

argue that the nostalgia provoked in these works does not indulge the amnesiac longing 

of its audiences, but engenders a re-visitation of the period that looks beyond its more 

easily comestible façade. My analysis of what I term a critical nostalgia begins with 

Stefano Benni’s Saltatempo (2001), a playful novel that openly toys with notions of the 

postmodern pastiche. This novel revisits the experience of former partisans in the 

postwar, but does so by conjuring an entire community on the threshold between Italy’s 

agrarian past and the rapidly advancing industrial future. I argue that, despite the fact that 

this community is couched in nostalgic terms, the longing of both the work’s central 

narrator and the reader becomes a means of exploring those elements often ignored in 

state-driven narratives of this period. The disappearing milieu of a small agrarian town 

becomes a lens through which to view the damaging effects of the emergent 

consumerism and of the persistence of Fascist structures and institutions. From this work 

centered on Italy’s lost rural landscapes, I move my discussion to one that deals explicitly 

with the period’s most emblematic site of memory production: the factory. Francesca 

Comencini’s documentary In Fabbrica (2007) invites its viewers to take a closer look at 
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the social and economic transformation that took place in Italy’s postwar. Bringing 

together footage from different archives, the director applies the conventions of the found 

footage and compilation films to create a filmic text that shifts the focus from the 

products of consumer culture to their producers. This shift problematizes extant 

conceptions of the 1950s as a period of unmitigated prosperity and social mobility. 

Furthermore, it connects the hazardous working conditions and economic precariousness 

experienced by blue-collar workers of decades past to those experienced today.  

In my subsequent analysis, I turn my attention to a work that examines the private 

sphere of the bourgeois families who lived a very different experience of Italy’s 

economic miracle than that of the workers featured in In fabbrica. In her play Due Partite 

(2006), Cristina Comencini brings an intimate card game between women to the stage. 

These women appear to the audience clad in the material trappings of their class and give 

voice to disappointments and frustrations that echo into the second act populated by their 

daughters. In setting the stage of her first act, Comencini constructs a set that reproduces 

the emblematic images of the 1950s central to pastiches on the period. As the women 

share their personal stories, this idyllic, nostalgia ridden mise-en-scène rapidly opens to 

allow the viewer to look more closely at how the stylishly furnished living room provides 

the women with a space to articulate their grievances while simultaneously 

circumscribing their field of agency. Through the symbolic truncation of their memorial 

legacies enacted by the lowering of the curtain between acts and their daughters’ 

repetition of the same woes, the play asks its readers to look beyond the nostalgia 
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inherent to emblematic conceptions of femininity to re-discover persistently unaddressed 

structures of subjugation. In analyzing Wu Ming’s 54 (2002), I posit that the novel 

similarly evokes the material culture of the period to involve the reader in a critical 

reassessment of nostalgic depictions. This choral epic moves from the picturesque dance 

halls emblematic of the period’s culture of leisure to the more insidious social, economic, 

and political realities of a decade that, in many ways, gave birth to commodity culture as 

it exists today in Italy.  

The development of a critical nostalgia also occupies a central focus in Chapter 

Three, “Renegotiating the Formidable: Nostalgia, the Forgotten and il Sessantotto.” In 

this chapter I examine texts that evoke the nostalgia of the late 1960s as a means of 

highlighting both the weaknesses and the strengths of the period and its most emblematic 

movements. In my exploration of these works, I find that many react directly to both the 

perceptible apathy of younger generations and the way in which both left and right wing 

political parties have advanced interpretations of the protests of 1968 (or il sessantotto) 

that often obfuscate their more fruitful memorial legacies. The nostalgia inherent to 1968 

as a transnational moment of protest thus becomes a means of recreating moments in time 

in which the implementation of a progressive politics still seemed possible and in which 

the spaces still open to reinvention become clear. These recreations enable the reader or 

viewer to reassess totemic narratives and re-imagine the course of history. My analysis of 

this process opens with Cristina Comencini’s Il cappotto del turco (1997) a novel 

devoted to the complex relationship of Italy’s student movement to its feminine body 
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politic. The novel manifests as the coming of age tale of two sisters in the 1960s as 

remembered by one sister after the other’s tragic demise. As she revisits the years that 

would lead them from the thoughtless prosperity of the 1950s through the political 

upheaval of the late 1960s, the surviving sister finds in memory a way of coming to grips 

with the losses of the past and of charting a course for the future. Through her memories, 

the reader is encouraged to similarly revisit the movement’s failure to create interpretive 

structures that truly disrupted patriarchal structures of interpretation in order to find new 

ways of addressing those same problems in the present.  

The movement’s inherent limitations and the persistence of patriarchal codes of 

conduct play a pivotal role in the construction of the second text explored in this chapter. 

Antonio Pennacchi’s controversial Il fasciocomunista.Vita scriteriata di Accio Benassi 

(2003) draws from the author’s own biography to narrate the political evolution of the 

young Accio Benassi from avowed fascist to left-wing protestor. The exploits of this 

impulsive, quick-tempered protagonist— related to the reader through a reference-ridden, 

unrepentant first person narration reminiscent of that of the narrators of the cult literary 

texts of the 1960s—calls into question the representative binary marking discussions of 

left and right wing protestors to advance a vivid critique of the detrimental effects of a 

violent masculine identity fundamentally rooted in the heteronormative paradigms of the 

previous generations and still readily visible in the current social context.  

Daniele Luchetti’s onscreen adaptation of Pennacchi’s novel Mio fratello è figlio 

unico (2007), the third work discussed in this chapter, picks up this narrative thread and 
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articulates it through a heightened attention to the relationship between Accio and his 

brother Manrico. Through the language of narrative cinema, the memorial legacies 

shaping the past and present performance of masculinity are laid bare and the audience is 

invited to respond to the events represented in such a way as to integrate them in their 

own expression of social and political agency. My examination of Luchetti’s film is 

followed by an analysis of another, arguably less successful film (in terms of both style 

and reception) produced in the wake of Mio fratello è figlio unico.  

Michele Placido’s Il grande sogno (2009) similarly investigates the memorial 

currents of individuals on opposite sides of the barricades, this time through a nuanced 

portrayal, guided by Placido’s own experiences, of men and women of different social, 

economic, and political extractions. Il grande sogno evokes the dream-like quality of 

these years, and through the inclusion of musical fragments and archival footage asks its 

viewers to pay closer attention to the ways that both the memory and meaning of an event 

are constructed. The film interacts with the decade’s most emblematic cultural products 

to rediscover both the perceived victories and failures of the period. The alternation 

between fiction and the real—an alternation that takes place through the use of digital 

morphing— helps bring attention to the personal and collective experiences that lie in the 

lacunae of historical representation.  

In the final film addressed in this chapter, documentary filmmaker Giovanni 

Bertolucci turns to the same archives at the heart of Comencini’s In fabbrica to craft a 

highly personal compilation film that brings together many of the disparate entities that 
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shaped individual experiences of Italy’s student movement. In cerca del sessantotto: 

Tracce e indizi (1996) combines the director’s own memories of the period with visual 

fragments that refer the audience back to a multitude of mnemonic legacies still waiting 

to be explored. The narrator’s own declared nostalgia and the disinterment of 

nostalgically-charged visual entities helps provide the audience with points of entry into 

the various narratives and discourses that constitute the late 1960s in Italy. By arranging 

them around the politically charged terms of the period instead of providing his viewers 

with a chronological discussion, he negates interpretations contingent on the movements 

of 1960s as a teleologically defined organic whole and encourages the audience to find 

their own means of integrating this event into their worldview.  

 The final empirical chapter of my dissertation, Chapter Four “Recomposing the 

Lacerated Body of State: Gli Anni di Piombo in Text and Memory,” is dedicated to those 

texts that address a series of turbulent events (collectively known as the years of lead) 

that are still perceived as an open wound in Italian culture. In this final chapter, I address 

five works that revisit the period between 1969 and 1980 through the lens of trauma. I 

propose that while these works acknowledge the inherently traumatic dimension of the 

events they depict (and in so doing reaffirm claims made by scholars and journalists), 

they’re also heavily invested in deconstructing the more fetishistic uses of trauma in 

popular discourse. These works demonstrate a shared concern for the way in which the 

incommunicability of traumatic experience has become a means of stilting any attempt at 

reassessing the place of these events in the articulation of social and political identities. 
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By attempting to renegotiate the nature of that deeply felt trauma, the works also call for 

a re-examination of the way in which the recognition of the suffering of one group over 

another in state-driven narratives has deep implications for communities and individuals 

whose pain has long gone unaddressed. In order to address the complex nature of 

victimhood that emerges from these works, I examine texts that focus on the emblematic 

sufferings of key political figures —such as statesman Aldo Moro—as well as those 

those that engage with more marginalized experiences of victimization. I articulate my 

examination of the films that open my discussion through a brief discussion of the way 

that Marco Bellocchio’s Buongiorno, notte (2003) has shaped cultural and academic 

debates on the years of lead. By citing the film’s dynamic interplay of fiction, history, 

and the imagination, I argue that its exploration of the palimpsests of collective memory 

on the death of Aldo Moro resonates throughout the body of works that address the 

traumatic legacy of this event. Marco Tullio Giordana’s two films on the period, though 

different in content and style, are equally concerned with scrutinizing the experiences and 

memorial fragments that shape individual and collective interpretations of given events.  

In La meglio gioventù (2003), this investigation takes place through a choral 

representation that gives space to the personal, yet emblematic, traumas of a host of 

characters experiencing the forces of history at the microhistorical level. Through an 

inherently didactic film experience that follows two brother through the formative 

decades of the second half of the twentieth century, the director solicits his audiences to 

recognize the deeply intimate implications of events (such as the terrorist activity and the 
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laws on mental health reform of the mid 1970s) often viewed solely as part of the larger 

historical continuum. Romanzo di una strage (2012) turns this didactic exploration to an 

event that, like the death of Aldo Moro, has dominated collective memories of the years 

of lead. Using immediately recognizable visual cues and archival footage, Giordana leads 

his viewers through the various interpretations and memorial constructs shaping shared 

understandings of the bombing at Piazza Fontana on December 12, 1969.57 By 

acknowledging the event’s inherently traumatic quality and the various conspiracy 

theories developed since its occurrence, the director encourages viewers both familiar and 

unfamiliar with the event to look beyond the abstract images that have come to 

encapsulate the bombing’s place in social and political discussions. Through the 

imaginative reconstruction of these events, he challenges the passive consumption of 

trauma and pushes his audiences to participate in the dialogic construction of meaning.  

Moving away from the films that have come to dominate mainstream 

representations of the years of lead, I turn my study to a theatrical production that has 

also played a pivotal role in challenging the passive consumption of traumatic images. 

The cultural resonance of Marco Baliani’s Corpo di stato (1998) rivals, to a degree, that 

of Bellocchio’s Buongiorno, notte for its presentation of the death of Aldo Moro. In this 

play, as in Giordana’s film, the totemic images of the traumatic event are reproduced and 

expanded for the audience through an alternative medium. Baliani, arguably one of the 
                                                

57 The bombing at the Banca Nazionale dell’Agricoltura in Milan’s Piazza Fontana is often used to mark 
the beginning of the period of politically motivated violence that took place in the 1970s in Italy. Initially 
attributed to groups of the far-left (but more recently connected to the actions of extremist right groups), the 
bombing resulted in the death of 17 people.  
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founding members of Italy’s theater of narration, reconstructs the now overly familiar 

image on stage using the audience as a silent interlocutor. This construction quickly 

moves from the familiar to the unknown by breaking the static nature of the image and 

looking beyond its representational limits. This move not only reminds the reader of the 

human being behind the image, but also of other victims, such as anti-mafia activist 

Peppino Impastato, often ignored in the rush to commodify trauma. By breaking the 

silence imposed by two-dimensional depictions of the event, Baliani finds the spaces 

necessary for voicing the emotionally charged memories of his generation. In my 

dissertation I read this process against a similar one employed in Baliani’s most recent 

literary contribution L’occasione (2013). Although this novel represents an inherently 

fictional account and the author focuses on the necessity of creating an intergenerational 

dialogue (rather than a predominantly intra-generational one), the photographs of the past 

produced in the narrative likewise become the catalyst for breaking the complacency and 

detachment often engendered by more comestible images. In the novel, a mother 

confesses to her son that his father died during a robbery performed as part of a militant 

political group in the 1970s. This revelation, accompanied by a photograph that depicts 

his parents and their comrades at the time of the incident, sets both individuals on a path 

to rediscover their roles in the larger cultural environment. As they work to better 

understand the image’s deeper implications, they reach out to others to hear their stories 

and to include these stories in the construction of more collaborative structures of 
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interpretation. Although this process does not always yield a positive outcome, it does 

give both characters the ability to react to the present and move forward.  

The vital function of this process also plays a pivotal role in Francesca Melandri’s 

Più alto del mare (2012), with which I bring I bring my dissertation to a close. This 

novel, like Baliani’s, looks closely at how trauma can isolate and immobilize the 

individual, particularly when that trauma is not recognized at the social or political level. 

The novel tells the story of man and a woman who travel to an island prison colony to 

visit family members that committed violent crimes. As the father of a militant activist 

and the wife of a murderer, the two are immediately branded as complicit in their 

relatives’ crimes and their pain is dismissed as unwarranted or even deserved. The 

establishment of a dialogue and the exchange of memories rapidly become the only 

means of rejoining society. By engaging in a compassionate witnessing, both characters 

find new ways of relating to the events that have shaped their past and to those that can 

mold their futures. 

In engaging with the sites of memory that shape the expression and peformance of 

individual and collective identities in Italy, the works analyzed below demonstrate a vivid 

interest in encouraging their audiences to look beyond the confines of the events 

represented. Although many feature a specific event or time period as the primary setting 

of their narratives, their stories often gesture to the larger processes of history. Not only 

do they speak to the enduring legacies of previous sites of memory, but they also call into 

question the teleological assumptions of contemporary institutional narratives. The 



 35 

urgency of discerning new ways of acting on the present can be felt throughout those 

works that call upon memory to open the past to inquiry of their readers. In their 

imaginative evocation of the foundational moments of recent history, they provide a 

space for the re-emergence of the forgotten and erased memories of the marginalized 

individuals and communities of the past. As the debate around these events intensifies 

and the generation that experienced them directly gradually fades, I believe that a greater 

understanding of the way contemporary media engages with the processes of memory 

production can provide valuable insights into the articulation and development of 

alternative memorial communities. This large but still limited collection of texts features 

works that I believe to be particularly representative of a much larger narrative 

outpouring. I have circumscribed my research to those novels, plays, and films produced 

between 1990 and the writing of this dissertation that speak to the lieu de memoire 

evidenced above. These parameters are, however, by no means exhaustive. In presenting 

this dissertation, I also advance the hope that subsequent academic inquiry will address 

what I have not. 
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Chapter One  

Back to the Beginning: Revisting the Memorial Legacies of Fascism and 

World War II 

In Twilight Memories (1995), Andreas Huyssen analyzes the preoccupation with memory 

that dominates German cultural production in the decades immediately preceding the end 

of the twentieth century.58 He observes that, as the generation that experienced World 

War II gradually disappears and the formative events of the century are integrated with 

ever-increasing rapidity into historical narratives and collective mythologies, later 

generations demonstrate an unprecedented need to look back and to assess their place in 

relation to the past.59 Unlike the generation that looked forward to the advent of the 

twentieth century, the one that greets the year 2000 demonstrates little confidence in a 

promising future; it nurtures instead a sense of crisis for a culture “terminally ill with 

amnesia.”60 This amnesia—a symptom of the dissolution of dominant narratives and the 

“acceleration of media images and information” inherent to postmodern systems of 

signification— arguably allows for a blurring between “fact and fiction, between reality 

                                                

58 Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia (Routledge: New York, 
1995).  
59 Ibid., 2.  
60 Ibid., 1.  
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and perception” that gives way to the frenzied historical relativism and revisionism that 

distinguishes sociopolitical discourses throughout Europe.61 Huyssen posits that, for 

contemporary European society as a whole, “the twenty first century looms like a 

repetition: one of bloody nationalisms and tribalisms, of religious fundamentalism and 

intolerance that we thought had been left behind in some darker past.”62 In a time marked 

by the waning of a shared historical consciousness, memory thus becomes a means of 

contesting the compromised teleological structures of modernity and of asserting some 

sense of temporality against the “timeless claustrophobia and nightmarish phantasms and 

simulations” of the postmodern media world.63 In this context, the articulation of the past 

through memory allows the subject to navigate the space between a historical event and 

its representation without giving way to the detachment, cynicism, and unmitigated play 

of late postmodern culture.64 

Despite the inherent differences of the Italian sociopolitical context from the 

German one so central to Huyssen’s analysis, a similar upsurge in memory—marked by 

its own particular intensity— can be seen in the recent Italian literary, cinematic, and 

theatrical “retellings” of World War II. A cursory investigation of contemporary cultural 

and political discourse reveals the Second World War (and the two decades of Fascist 

rule that preceded it) as Italy’s mnemonic epicenter. It is, as Giacomo Lichter aptly 
                                                

61 Ibid., 252-253.  
62 Ibid., 8.  
63 Ibid., 9.  
64 Ibid., 3.  
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described in his work on Fascism in Italian Cinema since 1945 (2013), a recurrent 

commemorative staple, a “moral example,” a “genesis narrative for national and political 

identities,” a “benchmark for current affairs,” and a “historical and political outpost to 

scale or defend.”65 Its ubiquity in the Italian cultural landscape can be readily observed in 

the preponderance of commemorative statuary and insignia, the significance conferred to 

family memorabilia of the period, and even the space dedicated to the subject by Italy’s 

national media outlets: RAI’s popular prime time documentary series La Storia Siamo 

Noi which, from 1997 to 2013, aired over 70 segments investigating this historical period 

provides us with a particularly compelling example.66  

This veritable flood of historical imagery has generated, however, a society 

almost incapable of remembering its past.67 Despite the near omnipresence of the 

ventennio fascista and World War II in the Italian quotidian experience, the discourses 

shaping the understanding of given historical events have become a part of the unspoken 

grammar (or unacknowledged substructure) of interpersonal exchange, media 

representation, and governmental policy. In his essay on the production of memory in 

France after World War I, Daniel J. Sherman builds off the work of Marina Warner and 

Robert Musil to comment on the intrinsically “forgettable” nature of commemorative 
                                                

65 Giacomo Lichtner, Fascism in Italian Cinema since 1945: The Politics and Aesthetics of Memory 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 5.  
66 It should be noted that segments dedicated to this subject far exceeded categories dedicated to 
contemporary Italian politics and scientific innovations.  
67 Here “remembering” should also be read as the “re-membering” or the reassembling of the body of a 
community through memory explored by Toni Morrison in The Bluest Eye and alluded to by the very title 
of this dissertation.  
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entities.68 He argues that the very constancy and visibility of monuments contributes to 

their blending in with the other “edifices” that surround them; as time wears on and their 

novelty declines, they fade into the background of everyday life.69 This phenomenon— in 

conjunction with the “weak and fragmentary representation of national identity” 

produced by the post-war memorial culture described by Patrizia Dogliani in her essay on 

“Constructing Memory and Anti-Memory” (1999)— has contributed to what Stefano 

Pivato has described as the vuoti di memoria (or voids of memory) that plague the 

younger generation of Italians.70 These vuoti, as Pivato notes, have enabled left and right 

wing figureheads to promote univocal representations of social and political identities 

rooted in carefully developed mythifications of the partisan resistance movement and 

fascism respectively: one need only think of Silvio Berlusconi and Gianfranco Fini’s 

recounting of “fascismo come villeggiatura” (a retold fascism free of its more violent 

characteristics) and of the popularity of partisan iconography in leftist political projects 

relating to everything from ecological ventures to educational reform.71 In many ways, 

                                                

68 Daniel J. Sherman, “Art, Commerce, and the Production of Memory in France after World War I,” in 
Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity, ed. John R. Gillis (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1996), 206.  
69 It is important here, to remember that the term “monuments”— as it is discussed in this section— refers 
to a wide range of cultural products including but not limited to statuary, insignia, art, publicity, literature, 
film personal effects, ect…).  
70 Patrizia Dogliani, “Constructing Memory and Anti-Memory: the Monumental Representation of Fascism 
and its Denial in Republican Italy,” in Italian Fascism: History, Memory, and Representation, ed. R.J.B. 
Bosworth and Patrizia Dogliani (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 26. Stefano Pivato, Vuoti di 
Memoria: Usi e abusi della storia nella vita pubblica italiana (Bari: Laterza, 2007), viii. 
71 Ibid., 91. In this section, Pivato provides an in-depth analysis of the retelling of history central to 
Berlusconi’s political platform. A recent example of the use of the resistance movement as a means of 
immediately accessing a memorial font rooted in narratives of salvation and antifascism can be seen in the 
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the emblematic figures of the partigiano and of the fascist have come to dominate the 

articulation and organization of social, cultural, and political subjectivities. Contemporary 

Italians thus find themselves torn between a generational historical complacency or 

amnesia (as detailed by journalists such as Ajello, Emiliani, and Serra and by the Centro 

di Documentazione Storico Politica) and the “uses and abuses of history” of social and 

political collectives that conserve both the minute details and the evaluative 

pronouncement of specific events.72  

As “twilight” settles around the memories of the generation that experienced the 

war directly and popular conceptions of fascism and anti-fascism grow to resemble the 

“phantasms and simulations” described by Huyssen, Italian artists and intellectuals 

appear explicitly concerned not just with reclaiming memories that have been “forgotten” 

or altered beyond recognition, but with articulating the past so as to form memories 

(individual and collective) that will sustain the present and future creation of innovative 

forms of expression and identity. This concern has generated a flurry of transmediatic 

works (identified, in part, in the “nebulous narrative outpouring” of Wu Ming’s New 

Italian Epic or NIE) that utilize memories of World War II to open the bastions of 

                                                                                                                                            

title of Jonathan Nossiter’s 2014 documentary Resistenza Naturale bearing the tagline Si può salvare 
l’Italia con l’agricoltura e il cinema?  
72 Uses and abuses draws explicitly from the title of Pivato’s above cited work. Giovanni Contini, La 
Memoria Divisa (Milan: Rizzoli, 1997). Drawn from the following citation: “Ma ricostruire il lungo 
processo che porta alla memoria divisa di oggi significherà…capire cinquanta anni di storia storia politica e 
sociale: una storia che possiamo indagare anche attraverso fonti d’archivio tradizionali, ma che la comunità 
ricorda nei suoi piu minuti dettagli, e conserva in una memoria collettiva che è insieme ricordo e giudizio 
degli eventi.” 
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historical representation to dialogic intervention.73 In these works, as Wu Ming 1 

proposes of the NIE, an allegorical relationship with the past is developed through the 

creation of uchronic spaces that do not ignore the realities of specific events, but open up 

a “what if” in which the reader or viewer can imagine a way in which history could have 

unfolded differently.74 The uchronic spaces of the NIE echo Michael Bernstein’s 

discernment of “sideshadowing” as a dominant practice in contemporary Holocaust 

literature: as with Wu Ming’s uchronic spaces, Bernstein’s notion of sideshadowing 

emerges from an examination of texts in which the past is used not to highlight the 

inevitability of historical events, but to bring the audience’s attention to the many 

different elements that have often been ignored or erased by totemic interpretations. For 

Bernstein these works utilize sideshadowing (as opposed to foreshadowing) to gesture “to 

the side, to a present dense with multiple, and mutually exclusive possibilities for what is 

to come.”75 He defines its interpretive potentiality in the following terms: 

“Sideshadowing's attention to the unfulfilled or unrealized possibilities of the past is a 

way of disrupting the affirmations of a triumphalist, unidirectional view of history in 

which whatever has perished is condemned because it has been found wanting by some 

irresistible historicological dynamic.”76 In the works examined below, the engagement 

                                                

73 The New Italian epic is compellingly delineated in Wu Ming 1, Memorandum.  
74 Ibid., 19. 
75 Michael Bernstein, Foregone Conclusions: Against Apocalyptic History (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994) 1.  
76 Ibid., 7.  
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with memory provides this window into the past and pushes the reader to call into 

question the temporal lineages of the present. If, as Huyssen states, twilight is “memory’s 

privileged time” because it both “foreshadows the night of forgetting” and “slows time 

itself” to allow the “last light of the day to play out its ultimate marvels,” an examination 

of Italian re-visitations of Italy under fascism within the last two decades offers a 

particularly provocative insight into the way in which artists active in contemporary 

Italian society work within the past to challenge set courses toward the future.77  

For the purpose of this dissertation, I have chosen to address works that do so not 

through the often-clichéd figures of the partisan or fascist, but through the more 

“forgettable” members of Italy’s noncombantant populations, particularly the children 

raised under fascist rule and the populations that fell victim to the massacres and reprisals 

that punctuated the period. Umberto Eco’s La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana, 

Elena Gianini Belotti’s Pimpì Oselì, and Giorgio Diritti’s L’uomo che verrà carefully 

reconstruct childhood under fascism. In these three texts, the reader is re-presented with 

many of the memorial vestiges of early adolescence and encouraged to reconsider the 

persistence of fascist codes of behavior and self-presentation in the present performance 

of gender identity. Through the careful evocation of the games, songs, and material 

culture of wartime childhoods, these works allow the forgotten memories of a generation 

to play out once more, as Huyssen would say, and provide new contexts for present 

structures of signification. Ascanio Celestini’s Radio Clandestina and Simone 
                                                

77 Huyssen, Twilight Memories, 3.  
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Cristicchi’s Magazzino 18 similarly recapture the memorial contributions of a fading 

collective, but open their discussion to include a larger subset of those communities torn 

apart by the War. Focusing on the massacre at the Fosse Ardeatine and the Istrian-

Dalmatian exile respectively, these two plays provide a space for the voices of the past to 

dialogue with the present. Together these five texts work to address what Contini defines 

as the “[a]mbiguous condition of a large number of individuals that remained between 

fascism and antifascism who then, after the liberation, had to participate in the 

construction of a determined memory.”78 They do so through an active and imaginative 

engagement with the archives and oral histories (as well as the structures and processes 

governing their creation) that provide a space for the edification of shared memories and 

identities. This engagement allows an ideal reader or viewer— trained in the exploration 

of the archive by its omnipresence in postmodern culture— to rediscover the lost “paper 

traces,” dialects, and daily rituals of now-extinct social realities from within a proposed 

temporality.79 In evoking archival spaces (either at the moment of their creation or as 

they are being put into use), these texts disavow the amnesic quality often attributed to 

the archives (which for Pierre Nora too often resemble the mausoleums of historical 

consciousness) to embrace emergent theories on the way in which the deliberate selection 

of certain materials can condense time and give new voice to previously marginalized 

                                                

78 Contini, Memoria Divisa, 259.  
79 Both Huyssen and Pierre Nora point to the ubiquity of archival structures as both a symptom of and a 
product of a culture that has difficulty remembering its past.  
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community concerns.80 Consequentely, they participate in what Antoinette Burton 

describes as a widespread attempt by non-professional practitioners and the politically 

disenfranchised to take on the “limits and possibilities of the archive as a site of 

knowledge production, an arbiter of truth, and a mechanism for shaping the narratives of 

history.”81 If, as Jennifer Milligan and other scholars have noted, the archive, in its 

present form, often serves as “shorthand for complexes of history and memory, power 

and knowledge,” then these texts engage directly with these complexes to undermine the 

authority of “official narratives.”82 By revisiting those spaces ignored far too quickly in 

the glorification of armed conflict they push their audiences to re-member the lacerated 

body of Italian memory and rearticulate the genesis of contemporary social and political 

subjectivities.  

                                                

80 For a compelling exploration of the relationship between contemporary archival practice see Laura 
Millar, “Touchstones: Considering the Relationship between Memory and Archives,” Archivaria 61 
(2006): 105-126 and Brien Brothman, “The Past that Archives Keep: Memory, History, and the 
Preservation of Archival records,” Archivaria 51 (2001): 48-80.  
81 Antoinette Burton, “Introduction: Archive Fever, Archive Studies,” in Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, 
and the Writing of History, ed. Antoinette Burton (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 2.  
82 Jennifer S. Milligan, “’What is an Archive?’ in the History of Modern France,” in Archive Stories: Facts, 
Fictions, and the Writing of History, ed. Antoinette Burton (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 178. 
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THE ABC’S OF FASCISM: REVISTING CHILDHOOD UNDER FASCISM WITH ECO, 

BELOTTI, AND DIRITTI 

Into the archive: Umberto Eco’s La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana 

This analysis begins with a text that explicitly examines the way in which 

material culture can help form and sustain memory. Umberto Eco’s La misteriosa fiamma 

della regina Loana, recounts the intellectual journey of a Milanese antique book dealer 

named Giambattista Bodoni (known affectionately as Yambo) who loses all memory of 

his past except for a “paper memory” that allows him to recall everything he has read.83 

The novel follows Yambo who, when faced with a present reality he no longer 

understands and a family he does not recognize, attempts to regain his personal 

memories, and thus his identity, by traveling in the literary footsteps of his younger self. 

This journey takes him from the advertisements of the 1920s, through the propaganda and 

various literary forms that emerge under fascism, many of which the novel recreates in 

their original form so as to reproduce, in part, the visual experiences of the archive for the 

reader. At his wife’s urging, he visits his grandfather’s country estate where he spent a 

large part of his adolescence. There, he discovers a slew of comic books, magazines, 

records, and drawings that constituted his earliest introduction to art and the outside 

world. His discoveries do not reveal a well-defined social and political identity rooted in 

                                                

83 Umberto Eco, La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana (Milan: Bompiani, 2004). Both the title of the 
novel and the protagonist’s nickname, as the novel tells the reader, are drawn from comic books that 
became popular in Italy during the interwar period.  
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memories of the war; rather, they open a window into a moment in time in which 

interaction with a wide variety of signifiers reveals multiple possibilities for identity 

construction.  

For Yambo and the reader these texts serve as stepping-stones anchoring and 

condensing broader historical narratives and family histories. They tell Yambo’s story (or 

at least a distinct fragment of it) from the 1930s until after the end of World War II (with 

few glimpses into the 1980s and early 1990s). Although the novel takes place in a largely 

fictive universe, the texts themselves open a series of windows into the visual history of 

Italian fascism. Indeed, the images and references included come from both Eco’s own 

personal collection and his extensive search for the works that defined the childhood of 

those who came to maturity during the ventennio. In an interview with Harcourt Trade 

Publishers, Umberto Eco describes the development of his novel as such:  

Since I tell about the thirties and the forties of the last century, I am remembering 
the period of my childhood and adolescence. It is obvious that the majority of the 
memories of those times are my personal memories, and that all the images of 
magazines, disks, and comic books are the images of my personal memorabilia. 
But I did not want to write my own autobiography, but rather the biography of a 
generation. In this sense I gave Yambo memories that were not mine.84  

 
Eco’s emphasis on creating the “biography” of his generation gestures to the collective 

resonance implicitly attributed to the many texts meticulously catalogued and described 

in the novel. The memory of this generation, Eco seems to propose, is not based entirely 

                                                

84 “Interview with Umberto Eco, author of the Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana,” Harcourt Trade 
Publishers, accessed April 15, 2014, 
http://www.harcourtbooks.com/authorinterviews/bookinterview_Eco.asp. 



 47 

on those experiences of fascist and antifascist groups that have dominated the historical 

record, but on the “smaller” situated forms of knowledge that shaped quotidian 

interactions. Although the work demonstrates a marked interest in the emergent comic 

book culture of the 1930s, the presence of texts such as the front page of the Corriere 

della Sera, posters featuring American film stars, and the front cover of a 1939 edition of 

Novella (the first incarnation of the “women’s magazine” that would become Novella 

2000) offers access to a broader register of experience.85 The texts that punctuate the 

novel help create a dialogic relationship between fact and fiction that promotes the 

reader’s active participation in the construction of meaning. Further, despite the 

inherently literary character of Eco’s novel (its playful references to major canonical 

works evoke the labyrinthine library of Il nome della rosa), the repeated citing of these 

texts helps imbue La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana with all of the characteristics 

of the virtual hypertext. In “Hypertext, Learning, and Memory” Arnold Sanders defines 

this form as a textual “stack” that “insists upon a kind of dialogue among texts it contains 

by means of a system of links.”86 In Eco’s novel, the incorporated works and images 

function as “activated keywords” leading the reader between distinct—if intimately 

connected—bodies of knowledge and thus allowing the reader to make “choices” as he or 

                                                

85 Eco, La misteriosa fiamma, 265, 261, 322. Novella 2000, in its present incarnation, is a gossip magazine 
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86 Arnold Sanders, “Hypertext, Learning, and Memory: Some Implications from Manuscript Tradition,” 
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she moves throughout the book.87 In keeping with Eco’s conception of l’opera aperta, 

these “links” give the reader the interpretive space to discern “a wealth of different 

resonances and echoes” while preserving the iconic “essence” of these historically 

determined traces.88 Joseph Francese argues that the presence of these visual texts help 

sustain a univocal narration of the past that excuses and even validates Yambo’s 

consistently apolitical stance.89 Although this is a prominent facet of one interpretive 

level of the novel, in keeping with the author’s discussion on the relationship between 

author, reader, and text (as presented in Six Walks in the Fictional Woods), the 

“memorabilia” function on another level as vibrant signifiers whose reverberations 

escape the boundaries of the textual universe. It must further be noted that Eco’s attention 

to the “popular forms” that defined his generation also plays into his evolving stance, 

noted by scholars such as Christine Ann Evans, on the role of popular culture, 

particularly within the postmodern sensibility. As Evans notes, “the popular derives a 

certain status through revealing so much about the society whose needs it fulfills, for 
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being such a rich tool for research.”90 It helps deconstruct the dominant interpretive 

hierarchies and advance alternative structures of meaning.  

The profoundly hypertextual nature of the novel not only helps the reader to 

physically retrace the iconic images of an era, but also, through them, to gain critical 

insight into the construction and representation of gender identity in the films, books, and 

magazines of the period. Throughout the novel, Yambo’s search for his memories is also 

a search for his lost identity as a husband, a father, a friend, and, above all else, a man. If, 

as Francese proposes, the novel strives to justify Yambo’s apoliticism, it also works to 

create a conception of masculinity that must, by its very nature, define itself outside of 

(or even in contrast to) to the dominant paradigms of the period and their respective 

legacies: that of the hypermasculinized Fascist man and that of the partigiano. Although 

the work strives to absolve Yambo’s (and to some extent, Eco’s) family of their fascist 

leanings by rewriting them as supporters of the partisan cause, as Natasha V. Chang has 

argued, it does so without situating the principal character himself within these two 

constructs.91 Yambo’s identity is of course shaped by his interaction with the fascisti and 

partigiani of his youth, but they represent only two of the many formative forces of his 

childhood. The adventurers, scholars, literary protagonists, and comic book heroes that 

litter the pages of his paper memory take center stage in his development of interpretive 
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structures. His understanding of masculine identity is based both on the dialogue among 

these figures and between them and the female protagonists that shape their pursuits. His 

rediscovery of the dynamic exchange between the heroes and heroines of his youth 

reawakens his search for Lila. As his first love and the true impetus of his quest for 

memory, Lila, acting almost as a postmodern incarnation of Dante’s Beatrice, leads him 

rapidly through the vestiges of popular culture toward a final understanding that 

precludes the univocality of a totalizing knowledge. His encounter with her and with the 

other feminine traces reveals a pervasive dialogue that, although fraught with 

miscommunications and ambiguity, challenges any set notions of identity.  

Indeed, despite the fact that Yambo’s narrative voice dominates the novel and its 

representation of women (particularly that of love interests Sibilla and Lila, who remain 

relatively silent on the narrative plane), the elusive mnemonic character of these “traces” 

gestures to a universe of signification present in the gaps of the protagonist’s memory. As 

Yambo cursorily introduces the reader to the idealized women of his childhood through 

historical personas such as Josephine Baker and Rita Hayworth and fictional characters 

such as Queen Loana and Rossana (from Le Nuove Avventure di Cino e Franco and 

Cyrano de Bergerac respectively), the very structure of the novel pushes the reader to 

pause and reengage with these figures. These “paper women”— first embodied by 

Gemmy, the heroine of the Corrierino— are introduced from the start as the objects of 

adolescent desire and as the mold that will shape Yambo’s relationship with the opposite 
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sex, but the presence of Yambo’s older self helps the narrator view them in a more 

critical light:  

…ma Gemmy ormai sicura si abbandonava, e come se la gonna avesse uno 
spacco, la gamba sinistra si protendeva ormai nuda sino al ginocchio, scoprendo 
il bel polpaccio ingentilito e affusolato da un taco a spillo, mentre della destra si 
scorgeva solo la caviglia—ma siccome civettuolamente la gamba s’alzava ad 
angolo retto verso la coscia precoce, la veste…le aderiva umidamente al corpo in 
modo da rendere evidente e la curva callipigia e le torniture della gamba tutta. 
Impensabile che il disegnatore non fosse conscio dell’effetto erotico che stava 
creando…92 

 
In the above passage, the protagonist’s retrospective glance cuts through the nostalgic 

objectification endorsed by this initial return to the comic book. The subconscious 

appreciation of Gemmy’s fragmented body is juxtaposed to an analysis of the production 

of desire that undermines the female form as a mere object of the male gaze. Yambo and 

the reader are consequently encouraged to engage with these texts and to rethink the 

subject-object dialectic endorsed by androcentric structures.  

Yambo’s encounter with an iconic photograph of Josephine Baker provides a 

particularly stimulating example of the two interpretive levels of memory present within 

the text.  

Su una pagina, abbastanza piccola ma immensamente evidente, una foto di 
Josephine Baker, a seni nudi…Fisso quegli occhi bistrati per non vedere i seni, 
poi lo sguardo si sposta, sono (credo) i primi seni della mia vita…Un’ondata di 
miele mi percorre le vene, sento un retrogusto acre in fondo alla gola, una 
pressione sulla fronte, un deliquio all’inguine. Mi rialzo spaventato e umidiccio, 
chiedendomi quale terrible morbo mi abbia colto, deliziato da quella liquafazione 
in un brodo primordiale.93 

                                                

92 Eco, La misteriosa fiamma, 244.  
93 Ibid., 384.  
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As with the previously discussed images of women in the novel, Yambo’s description of 

the photo of Baker focuses at length on various fragments of the entertainer’s exposed 

body. While his previous re-encounters with the comic book heroines and American 

actresses of his youth limit the gaze to tantalizing glimpses and contours, Josephine 

Baker’s depiction— she stands smiling with her breasts exposed— explicitly recalls the 

actress’s role within the collective erotic imagination of the interwar period. This 

activates, in turn, the much more extensive mnemonic legacies of both la venere nera (or 

black venus) and widespread notions of black femininity tied to European colonialism in 

Africa.94 In finding this photograph, Yambo rediscovers the pleasure, and inherent 

shame, of his adolescent scopophilia. His ecstatic release is immediately followed by 

confusion and an attempt to dismiss the image as a youthful fixation unworthy of further 

consideration. The inclusion of Josephine Baker (as opposed, for instance, to that of the 

anonymous African women completely deprived of the agency of identity in the Eritrean 

postcards of the period), however, compromises a closed interpretation of the viewing.95 

As a complex and vital historical character imbued with her own cultural and historical 

relevance, Baker provides an ideal reader with an entry point for deeper study. As Ann 

Anlin Cheng notes, “one has only to invoke her name (no, even hint at the barest gestural 

                                                

94 See Sandra Ponzanesi “Beyond the Black Venus: Colonial Sexual Politics and Contemporary Visual 
Practices,” in Italian Colonialism. Legacies and Memories, eds. Jacqqueline Andall and Derek Duncan, 
165-189 (New York: Peter Lang, 2005). 
95 See for example, the images explored in Sandra Ponzanesi, “The Color of Love: Madamismo and 
Interracial Relationships in the Italian Colonies,” Research in African Literatures 43, no. 2 (2012): 155-172 
and “Beyond the Black Venus.”  
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outline of her figure) and all that she stands for…immediately materializes.”96 Cheng 

further proposes that as the point of intersection for innumerable discourses and 

interpretations, Josephine Baker is a “visual and categorical conundrum.”97 Yambo’s 

second encounter with the image reproduces this conundrum and, despite the inherently 

androcentric point of view that underpins the narrative, the photograph of Baker remains 

an unresolved representational entity. At the end she, and the other characters introduced, 

will dance away, out of sight from Yambo’s fading conscience, escaping—once and for 

all—his attempts at control.  

In many ways, the protagonist’s childhood home at Solara (to which he returns for 

the first time in several decades) is filled with unresolved entities that continually shift 

between closed and open systems of interpretation. From the very beginning of the novel, 

Yambo is presented as a metaphorical archivist concerned with the cataloguing and 

evaluation of a wide variety of cultural products from his generation. The inclusion of 

images and even the creation of a topical index reinforces the use of the novel as an 

archival space on the part not just of the author and the narrator, but of the reader as well. 

In “Archives and Memory” Randall C. Jimmerson builds on the work of scholars such as 

Foote and Greene to propose that “archival memory is a social construct reflecting power 

relationships” within a given social context.98 As such, it can serve to either propose a 

                                                

96 Anne Anglin Cheng, Second Skin: Josephine Baker and the Modern Surface (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 3.  
97 Ibid., 4.  
98 Randall C. Jimerson, “Archives and Memory,” OCLC Systems & Services 19, no. 3 (2003): 91. 
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simplistic, unilateral conception of history or as a space in which to experience (even if 

only partially) the dynamic interplay of the various voices shaping a determined historical 

event. It is a space in which the archivist can present documentation that allows for the 

identification and preservation of experiences overwritten by broader historical 

narratives.99 The “archive” in La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana performs the 

inherent duality of this space, at once proposing a mediation of the various memorial 

traces and promoting the investigation of the reader. In visiting (and revisiting) the 

various “exhibits,” this reader discovers a veritable wealth of possibilities for the 

articulation of a gendered social and political identity.  

Lessons in Womanhood: Pedagogies of Gender in Elena Gianini Belotti’s Pimpì 

Oselì  

Elena Gianini Belotti’s Pimpì Oselì approaches material fragments of the 

ventennio not predominantly through the verbal and visual reconstruction of the archive, 

but through the narrative articulation of personal experiences drawn from the extensive 

oral history of women raised under fascism.100 The novel recounts the story of a young 

family living in a rural community in Lombardy in the years immediately leading up to 

                                                

99 Ibid., 94. 
100 Elena Gianini Belotti, Pimpì Oselì (Milan: Feltrinelli, 2002). A closer examination of the novel reveals 
multiple points of contact between it and interviews conducted for Le Bambine nella storia 
dell’educazione, edited by Simonetta Ulivieri and the mechanisms detailed in Piccole Italiane: Un raggiro 
durato vent’anni, a collection edited by Belotti and others that will be addressed below.  
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the Second World War. It focuses on the experiences of its pre-pubescent protagonist 

Cecilia, her brother Gianni, and their mother (a school teacher) as they come to grips with 

the emotional, social, and political ramifications of living apart from the paternal 

figurehead of the family. As in Yambo’s return to adolescence, the plot chronicles 

Cecilia’s entry into primary school and her first impressions of this initial stage of social 

interaction. The novel, which draws its name from a game played in the bergamasc 

dialect, focuses extensively on the young protagonist’s imaginative elaboration of the 

social edicts that permeate every interpersonal exchange. If, as the very title suggests, 

Cecilia approaches her entry into the adult world as if it were a game, her successful 

exploration of its boundaries relies on the construction of a subjectivity that 

acknowledges the imposed limits of the extant sociopolitical environment but that 

subverts and manipulates these limits so as to retain some form of agency. Through the 

memorial register of childhood under fascist rule (of which Cecilia becomes the 

representational vehicle), Pimpì Oselì pushes its readers to revisit the seemingly 

impenetrable continuum of fascist gender constructs and to alter its place in the 

articulation of the collective memory so vital to contemporary feminist identity politics. 

Memory and its construction lay at the very foundation of this work. The novel 

draws extensively on Gianini Belotti’s own experiences as the daughter of a 

schoolteacher raised between Rome and the bergamasc countryside and on her work on 
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child development as essayist and director of Rome’s Centro Nascita Montessori.101 

Indeed, the work’s attention to the protagonist’s intellectual and psychosexual 

development echoes what Sharon Wood has defined as the author’s larger preoccupation 

with challenging “the social conditioning received by small girls” that can be clearly seen 

in her “fiction and her working practice.”102 In the introduction to her formative 

investigation Dalla parte delle bambine (1973), Gianini Belotti identifies this influence: 

Le radici della nostra individualità sono profonde e ci sfuggono perché non ci 
appartengono, altri l’hanno coltivata per noi, a nostra insaputa. La bambina che a 
quattro anni contempla estatica la propria immagine allo specchio, è gia 
condizionata a questa contemplazione dai quattro anni precedenti, più nove mesi 
in cui è stata attesa e durante i quali si approntavano gli strumenti atti a fare di lei 
una femmina il piu possibile simile a tutte le altre.103 

 
Her scrutiny of the tools that shape feminine conduct and identity is seen when 

Cecilia’s piercing gaze brings the attention of the reader to the structures underpinning 

the articulation of femininity. In many ways Pimpì Oselì not only exhumes the 

pedagogical instruments of fascism, but promotes a resistance to its maxims by virtue of 

the generation, through memory, of an alternative pedagogy of gender.  

                                                

101 “Elena Gianini Belotti,” Centro Nascita Montessori: Biografie, accessed March 15, 2014, 
http://www.centronascitamontessori.it/index.php/chi-siamo/16-biografie/26-elena-gianini-belotti. As her 
biographical page on the Centro Nascita Montessori website states, Belotti not only served as director 
between 1960 and 1980, but was also an active participant in founding the organization.  
102 Sharon Wood, “Feminist Writing in the Twentieth Century,” in The Cambridge Companion to the 
Italian Novel, ed. Peter Bondanella and Andrea Ciccarelli (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 
164. 
103 Elena Gianini Belotti, Dalla parte delle bambine (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1997), 6. “The roots of our 
individuality are deep and they escape us because they don’t belong to us, they have been cultivated by 
others unbeknownst to us. The young girl who, at four-years old, enthusiastically contemplates her image 
in the mirror has already been conditioned to this contemplation by the previous four years plus the nine 
months in the womb during which they readied the tools necessary to make her a girl as similar as possible 
to other girls.” Translation mine.  
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The novel responds to the unique political climate of the 1990s in which the early 

influence of Berlusconi’s media empire can be felt in the expression of leftist and rightist 

identity politics, particularly with regard to gender. In Ancora dalla parte delle bambine 

(2007), written more than thirty years after Belotti’s work as a response to the persistence 

of conservative codes of socialization, Loredana Lipperini reiterates the importance of 

analyzing more closely the way in which the larger social context helps shape the 

development of female subjectivities. There is thus a sense, in Belotti’s work and in 

others, that engaging solely with the present does little to change deep rooted structures 

of antagonism and that in order to move forward, we must change the way we look back. 

After all, as Danielle Hipkins points out in Whoreocracy, the phenomenon of le veline—

which comes, in the period of the novel’s publication, to emblematize the influence of 

berlusconismo on dominant conceptions of femininity— is the result of an 

unacknowledged grammar of self-objectification and anti-feminism inextricably tied to 

wartime and post-war ideologies of gender.104 In Pimpì Oseli, Cecilia’s memories (a 

reflection of Belotti’s) provide a means by which the reader can revisit this 

unacknowledged grammar and finally put into words that which still remains an 

unspoken part of contemporary Italian society.  

                                                

104 See Danielle Hipkins, “‘Whore-ocracy’: Show Girls, the Beauty Trade-Off, and Mainstream 
Oppositional Discourse in Contemporary Italy, ” Italian Studies 66, no. 3 (2011): 415. Veline are a 
uniquely Italian articulation of the showgirl whose name originates, as Hipkins points out, from the popular 
variety show Striscia la notizia.  
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In the novel, this memory takes shape predominantly through Cecilia’s interaction 

with concrete “paper traces”—not unlike those rediscovered by Yambo in his trip to 

Solara— that help guide her, and by extension the reader, through the formative stages of 

early childhood during the ventennio fascista. The inclusion of excerpts from nursery 

rhymes, popular songs (most notably “Ti saluto, vado in Abissinia”), and school lessons 

of the period (most related to the geography of Italy’s “burgeoning” colonial empire and 

the mythological fonts of Fascist ideology)— in addition to the subtle allusions to fascist 

edicts and Cecilia’s participation in the piccole italiane—help conjure the complex 

sociocultural milieu of Italy’s interwar periods. Reproduced only in part, these traces 

mimic the fragmentary yet formative role of memory in the edification of individual and 

cultural schemas. In so doing, they reconnect the reader to the mnemonic legacy of those 

iconographic traces that often resurface in contemporary Italian culture allowing the 

reader—however briefly— to reengage with the forgotten discourses that continue to 

exert pressure on the expression of group and individual identities. Within the brief 

narrative span of this novel, the narrator re-evokes not only the discourses related to the 

construction of gendered identities during the ventennio but also the iconic legacies of 

fascism: the colonial campaign in Africa, the suppression of the female work force, and 

the mutually beneficial relationship between fascism and the Catholic Church established 

by the Lateran pacts (especially with regard to Mussolini’s pronatalist campaign and the 

gendered roles available to women). Their influence on Cecilia and her classmates (both 

male and female) are left open for renewed inquiry.  
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The arrival of a new teacher occupies a particularly prominent role within the 

structure of the novel. The narrator defines this character—whose very mannerisms and 

dress embody the Fascist male ideal— in the following passage: 

Il nuovo maestro si chiama Guglielmo Bertocchi, è reduce dalla guerra di 
Spagna, dove è stato ferito in combattimento. Indossa ogni giorno la divisa di 
orbace, la camicia nera e gli stivali lustri come specchi che scricchiolano a ogni 
passo. Quando è entrato in classe la prima volta si è tolto il fez e i guanti di pelle 
nera, li ha appoggiati sulla cattedra insieme a un righello e ha buttato diritto nel 
cesto il mazzolino di stelle alpine della signorina Margherita come se ci buttasse 
lei stessa.105 

 
Before the arrival of this figure, fascism occupies an ambiguous, if pervasive, role in the 

narrative plane. It resurfaces time and again in Cecilia’s memories in the form of vague 

rules, ostensibly meaningless strings of dates and places intended for rote memorization, 

and her interaction with fascist youth organizations. Guglielmo Bertocchi, however, 

signals Cecilia’s first concrete encounter with a Fascist authority figure. Dressed in 

military garb and brandishing a ruler, the maestro stands in direct contrast to the 

unequivocally feminine figure of Cecilia’s first teacher, la signorina Margherita. 

Furthemore, the narrator’s description of Bertocchi directly recalls the explicit 

replacement of the maestra with antagonistic male teachers described in oral 

historiographical projects such as Le bambine nella storia dell’educazione. 106 The novel 

                                                

105 Belotti, Pimpì Oselì, 148. “The new teacher’s name is Guglielmo Bertocchi, he is a veteran of the war 
in Spain where he was wounded in combat. Every day he wears a wool uniform, a black shirt, and black 
boots that shine like a mirror and squeak with each step. When he came into class the first time, he took off 
his fez and his black gloves, placed them on the lectern next to a ruler and threw Miss Margherita’s 
bouquet of alpine stars into the garbage as if were throwing away Miss Margherita herself.” Translation 
mine.  
106 Simonetta Ulivieri, ed., Le bambine nella storia dell’educazione (Bari: Edizioni Laterza, 1999).  
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performs the forced exclusion of women from the scholastic workforce by erasing la 

signorina Margherita from the narrative: despite her close relationship to Cecilia’s family 

(she resides with them for a time), la signorina Margherita almost completely disappears 

from the story after she marries and complacently fulfills dominant societal expectations. 

Without her, the fragile yet nurturing female universe that provided Cecilia and her 

mother with a sense of stability collapses.107 The symbolically charged act of throwing 

away her classroom decorations (on which the passage itself remarks, gesturing to the 

growing constraints placed on women teachers who were forced, over the course of the 

regime, to abandon their posts in favor of male colleagues and to contribute, as mothers, 

to the growth of the Italian nation) constitutes a shift not just in the children’s experience 

of the social and political structures that define their quotidian interactions with the adults 

of the community but also in the country’s understanding of their proximity to armed 

conflict (and the true character of its governing structure). Although the presence of 

Cecilia’s mother and la signorina Margherita alludes to the gender struggle that 

underpinned education reform under fascism (and other politically driven restrictions 

imposed on women within the workforce), the intrusion of this nuovo maestro in both the 

community and Cecilia’s nuclear family (through his senseless persecution of Gianni and 

the boy’s subsequent physical and psychological decline) brings two distinct, if 

interrelated, mnemonic threads into harsh relief: the ambiguous duality of roles for 

                                                

107 It should here be noted that Cecilia’s mother is depicted rather unsympathetically throughout the novel 
and it is only when residing with la signorina Margherita that her relationship with her daughter 
temporarily improves.  
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women and young girls within the political sphere (where they were expected to actively 

advance the goals of the regime but remain within the domestic sphere) and the gradual 

suppression of women’s rights under Benito Mussolini. 

 Guglielmo Bertocchi’s entry into the classroom heralds the children’s first true 

encounter with the story of Balilla and thus with fascism’s larger sustaining mythology. 

In the small community at the heart of Belotti’s narrative, Bertocchi becomes the sole 

true representative of fascism and thus the only interpreter of its missives. His presence 

and his invocation of Fascist ideologies reveal the emptiness of the regime’s promises to 

its female contingency. An imposing figure from the start (and an almost heavy-handed 

stereotype of fascist masculinity), Bertocchi grabs the attention of his students—in 

particularly Cecilia— who hang on his every word in an attempt to discern their place in 

the emergent world order. In discussing their contributions to the state, the teacher 

describes the intrinsic value of the male youth organizations in the development and 

preservation of the nation; his speech does not even mention the Piccole Italiane (the 

feminine counterpart to Operazione Ballila, an extracurricular organization focused on 

shaping the ideal fascist subject). This omission and Cecilia’s disappointment echo more 

contemporary contributions, such as Piccole Italiane, that respond to publicly proclaimed 

notions that fascism contributed substantially to the female condition; Piccole Italiane 

uses personal experiences as well as other more concrete forms of evidentiary support to 

dissect the very notion of the piccole italiane as an outlet for female agency in Italian 
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Fascism 108 Within the larger structure of the narrative, it criticizes any enduring 

“loyalty” to these systems of signification and signals to both Cecilia and the reader the 

necessity of seeking alternative platforms for the construction and expression of identity.  

The revolutionary potentiality of spaces discovered through a renewed 

engagement with the memorial legacies of the period reveals itself in Cecilia’s meeting 

with a distant cousin who has chosen to become a nun. Throughout the novel, Cecilia is 

presented (by her mother, teachers, and other members of the community) with only two 

acceptable futures: she can either become a mother and give as many children as possible 

to the fascist cause or she can join a religious order. These paths, evoked repeatedly 

through the repetition of religious mantras, the veiled criticism of women who fail to 

have large families, and Cecilia’s participation in the Piccole Italiane, offer little room 

for the development of alternative conceptions of femininity. When Suor Consolata 

echoes Cecilia’s mother’s wishes that she may one day take the veil, Cecilia is struck 

with horror. Although she previously entertained a similar notion, she refuses to accept 

such an unambiguous future:  

Quello era un tradimento e insieme un ricatto. Cecilia avampó di collera. Il suo 
futuro, che flutuava vago tra desideri di avventura e opposte fantasie di santità, 
gli uni e le altre materializzate in nitide immagini di supremazia (s’immaginava 
capitano su una nave nell’oceano, capo di una spedizione nella giungla, pilota 
d’aviazione, sposa del principe delle montagne oppure una santa ai cui piedi tutti 
si prostravano, che dispensava miracoli come caramelle), nelle parole di suor 

                                                

108 Maria Rosa Cutrufelli and Elena Doni, Elena Gianini Belotti, Laura Lilli, Dacia Maraini, Cristiana di 
San Marzano, Mirella Serri, Chiara Valentini, eds., Piccole Italiane: Un raggiro durato vent’anni (Milan: 
Anabasi, 1994), 7.  
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Consolata s’era coagulato in un’immagine concreta senza scampo. Si sentì in 
trappola.109 
 

In order to circumvent this trap and claim agency over her own future, Cecilia decides to 

present herself as outwardly good (so as to avoid any punishment), while keeping 

deception and anger in her heart so as evade an eventual calling from God. Through 

invention and self-awareness, she deftly navigates the various heteronormative discourses 

presented her so as to carve out a space in which to exert her own agency. Her 

manipulation of the teachings that shape her quotidian experience undermines their 

unilinear interpretation of femininity. This is compounded by the subtle, yet 

unmistakable, gesturing in Pimpì to the revolutionary potentiality of works belonging to 

the alternative medium of the comic book, an ostensibly foreign genre that accrued 

considerable popularity at the beginning of the twentieth century and that continues to 

capture a significant percentage of the Italian readership. In the above selection, the 

narrator draws attention to a criticism of the limitations of fascist conceptions of 

femininity and a call to the reader to look more closely at the female body as a site of 

resistance and invention.110 The intrinsically pedagogical character of the work creates an 

                                                

109 Belotti, Pimpì Oselì, 187. “This was both a betrayal and also a form of blackmail. Cecilia’s face flushed 
in anger. Her future, which fluctuated vaguely between a desire for adventure and opposite fantasies of 
sanctity, both materializing in crisp images of supremacy (she imagined herself a captain on a ship in the 
ocean, the head of a jungle expedition, a pilot, the wife of the prince of the mountains or a saint that 
everyone bowed down to and who handed out miracles like candy), had, in Suor Consolata’s words, 
coagulated into a concrete image that offered no escape. She felt trapped.” Translation mine.  
110 For an argument that calls for a closer examination of the way in which women often navigated, 
through invention, the various discourses that shaped the representation and performance of femininity 
during the ventennio see Robin Pickering-Iazzi, ed., Mothers of Invention: Women, Italian Fascism, and 
Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995).  
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implicit connection between past and present to both reveal the continuities between the 

two periods and highlight areas of the past that can better serve the sociopolitical needs of 

extant and emergent collectives. In so doing, the text promotes a shift in interpretive 

paradigms that doesn’t disavow the influence of the past, but grants the reader the space 

to choose the mnemonic legacies that will shape future articulations of identity politics. 

While acknowledging the deep seated roots of the violent suppression of female agency 

at play in contemporary Italian society, it also utilizes memory to reinforce the reciprocity 

between a contemporary politics of opposition and the resistance of historically 

disregarded bodies.  

 Language after Trauma: Giorgio Diritti’s L’uomo che verrà 

The dynamic explored above is readily observed and expanded through the rich 

female universe and compelling focalizing viewpoint of Giorgio Diritti’s L’uomo che 

verrà.111 The protagonist, setting, and subject matter of the film echo, to some extent, 

those of Pimpì Oselì. While Belotti's and Eco’s texts attempt to recreate the formative 

experiences of their own generation, however, Diritti’s film delves into community 

archives and oral testimony— as well into Italy’s cinematic history—to look more 

closely at a traumatic episode that has acquired a heavily nuanced political and cultural 

resonance in the last seventy years. The film, set in 1943, follows an eight-year-old girl 

named Martina as she experiences the trials of poverty, exclusion, and social expectation 

                                                

111 L’uomo che verrà, directed by Giorgio Diritti (2009; Milan: Dolmen Home Video, 2010), DVD.  



 65 

in a small rural village in Emilia-Romagna contended between Nazi troops and the 

partigiani. Although the film lacks the intimacy afforded by the autobiographical 

elements of the two narratives previously explored, Diritti’s detailed historical 

reconstruction helps provide the viewer with a window into a social context on the verge 

of total annihilation. Through Martina’s initial forays into primary school and the larger 

community, the film conjures the social, cultural, and political character of one of the 

smaller municipalities on the slopes of Monte Sole in the months directly preceding the 

killing of 770 civilians that, along with the other similar episodes in the area, would come 

to be known collectively as the massacre at Marzabotto. This episode—drawn directly 

from the “armadio della vergogna” rediscovered in 1994 and containing detailed reports 

of 2273 massacres committed by Nazi and fascist troops between 1943 and 1945— calls 

direct attention to the lacunae in statist historical narratives and to the missed opportunity 

for dialogue between memorial collectives.112 In his recounting of the evanescent social 

milieu of Monte Sole, Diritti utilizes archival evidence, a carefully reconstructed dialect, 

and implicit citations of well-known cinematic works (in particular, those of Ermanno 

Olmi and the Taviani brothers) to create a didactic experience that pushes the viewer to 

                                                

112 The “armadio della vergogna” or “the closet of shame” refers to a closet found in Palazzo-Cesi in Rome 
that contained proof of a wide number of acts of violence against civilian populations sanctioned by both 
German and Fascist seats of power. See Franco Giustolisi, L’Armadio della Vergogna (Rome: Nutrimenti, 
2004).  
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interact directly with the memorial legacy of the massacre and to assume a sense of civic 

responsibility against recurrent acts of violence. 113 

As the central focus and dominant gaze of the film, Martina offers the viewer a 

compelling and meticulously developed point of entry into the cinematic retelling of an 

event that has been repeatedly utilized to forward left and right wing political agendas. In 

an interview with Gabriele Romagnoli, Diritti explains that he chose to build the narrative 

around Martina after first considering shooting the film from either the point of view of 

one of the members of the Stella Rossa Brigade or from that of a local, anti-fascist 

clergyman. In her article “The Child as ‘Custode della Memoria Futura’” Millicent 

Marcus proposes that the choice of a young, politically unaffiliated protagonist allows the 

film to purge the event of the “ideologically charged perspectives” that have dominated 

its narrativization and, in a sense, to view the incident with a sense of immediacy closer 

to that of those who experienced it first hand.114 For Marcus, this sense of immediacy 

culminates in a zero-degree strategy that salvages the episode from the indifference of 

“statistical abstraction” and invites the audience to identify with and mourn the victims of 

a tragedy whose effects can still be felt in the present sociopolitical context.115 In 

transmitting her memories of the massacre— and of the unique social reality it 
                                                

113 Noteworthy here is a quote given by Giorgio Diritti to Barbara Sorrentini in an interview included on 
the DVD and emphasized by scholars and critics alike (so as to almost almost become the film’s unofficial 
byline) in their analysis of the film: “I morti di Marzabotto hanno un solo perchè possible—che in futuro 
una cosa del genere non avvenga più.”  
114 Millicent Marcus, “The Child as ‘Custode della Memoria Futura:’ The Man Who Will Come and the 
Massacre of Marzabotto,” Quaderni d’italianistica 34, no. 2 (2013): 134.  
115 Ibid.  
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shattered—to both her baby brother (for Marcus, the symbolic “New Man” of the postwar 

period stripped of his fascist attributes) and the audience, Martina becomes a vehicle 

through which the course of history can be redeemed, re-imagined, and even rewritten. 

Her “testimonial impulse”—expressed through the recovery of her voice in the final 

scene of the film and her participation in the “coral lullaby”— becomes the conduit 

through which the film can promote a renewed historical awareness, an “assumption of 

moral responsibility” for the events that led to this event, and a “commitment to actively 

intervene in the course of public events to preclude future occurrences.”116 

Marcus’s analysis of the film provides a critical point of departure for a deeper 

investigation of L’uomo che verrà. In addition to examining the way in which Diritti’s 

film charges its viewers with the same need to bear witness that marks Martina’s final 

vocal performance and the inspiration behind the film (she remarks at length on the 

emphasis Diritti places on the “charge of memory” given him by the relatives of the 

victims of Marzabotto), Marcus also highlights continuity between Diritti’s film, 

neorealist cinema, and the specific works of Ermanno Olmi and the Taviani brothers.117 

Through the citation of these canonical Italian films, L’uomo che verrà stimulates the 

viewer not to abandon himself to a passive movie-going experience but to remain 

engaged in the discernment of the similarities and differences between representational 

                                                

116 Ibid.,142.  
117 Ibid. 
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entities. These references help guide the informed postmodern viewer on how to read the 

sequence of images presented on the screen.118  

 Diritti’s movie is, in many ways, an ode to neorealist films such as Roberto 

Rossellini’s Paisà (1946) and Vittorio de Sica’s Ladri di Biciclette (1948).119 Its 

relationship to these works is established not just through the events depicted but through 

the film’s strict adherence to a realist aesthetic that culminates in the use of local, non-

professional actors (with the obvious exceptions of Alba Rohrwacher and Maya Sansa) 

and on-site shooting locations. The use of a regional, quickly fading dialect accentuates 

the realism of the film and helps signal the community’s visual ephemerality to the 

audience. It also opens an interpretive gap that, aided by the presence of subtitles, pushes 

the reader to constantly alternate between the words and images presented. As in the 

works of Diritti’s teacher Olmi, it is a constant reminder that the episode on the screen, 

while intrinsically connected to the present moment, is a fragment of time that speaks to a 

multiplicity of experiences silenced by history. Together, these elements help conjure the 

politics of engagement at the core of the post-war neorealist tradition so that the 

cinematic audience is immediately and constantly made aware that something is at stake 

in the production and consumption of this filmic product.  

                                                

118 Indeed, the references (explicit and implicit) to canonical neorealist films and to the works of Olmi and 
Taviani are the most obvious example—in addition to Martina’s highly subjective, fragmented 
perspective— of the film’s engagement with postmodern cinematic production.  
  
119 Paisà, directed by Roberto Rossellini (1946; North Hollywood, CA: Hollywood Select Video, 1987), 
VHS; and Ladri di biciclette, directed by Vittorio De Sica (1948; Irvington: Criterion Collection, 2007), 
DVD.  
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 The neorealist aura of the film also prepares the viewer for a particular 

understanding of Diritti’s young protagonist. The connection between Martina and the 

other unforgettable children of the neorealist canon fundamentally shapes the way in 

which those spectators familiar with Italian cinematic history will interpret Martina’s 

gaze. As Jaimey Fisher describes in his essay “On the Ruins of Masculinity: The Figure 

of the Child in Italian Neorealism and the German-Rubble Film,” the presence of the 

child in neorealist film often gestures to the failure of patriarchal systems of signification 

in the wake of fascism’s demise. He writes:  

The protagonist's gaze no longer leads teleologically to understanding, action, 
and mastery: there is instead passive searching, sometimes confused observation 
of the character's understanding. Such a development undermines the core of the 
action-image and subverts the male's privileged position of specularity: the male 
protagonists become spectacles while women and/or children, the formerly 
observed, now watch, synthesize, and act. 120 

 
In L’uomo che verrà, it is Martina who “watches, synthesizes, and acts” as the 

androcentric structures of her community appear to march, unthinking toward the film’s 

dramatic resolution.121 It is the sweep of her focalizing gaze, rendered even more 

significant by her muteness, which reveals a larger structure of violence and oppression 

present at the various levels of her social context. Although the film and Diritti himself 

intimate that the “cosa del genere” refers directly to instances of war and mass murder, 

                                                

120 Jaimey Fisher, "On the Ruins of Masculinity: The Figure of the Child in Italian Neorealism and the 
German Rubble-Film," in Italian Neorealism and Global Cinema, ed. Laura E. Ruberto and Kristi M. 
Wilson (Detroit: Wayne State University, 2007), 31.  
121 In this context, Martina’s school essay interrogating the “why” behind the confounding actions of the 
partisans, the Germans soldiers and her fellow villagers (which her teacher gives to Lena to destroy), is 
particularly evocative.  
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Martina looks—and in so doing, pushes the viewer to look— beyond the immediacy of 

the massacre to include instances of daily violence perpetrated against women that, due 

in part to the absence of state-enforced processes of de-fascistization (that occurred for 

instance in Germany), continue to occur in present-day society. It bears reminding that 

although the strage plays a central role in the architecture of the film, the violence against 

women in Diritti’s cinematic text extends far beyond this single act of mass brutality to 

include the rape of one of the surviving townswomen (followed directly by the murder of 

her son), the shooting of Martina’s aunt, and the sexual harassment of the women in the 

neighboring village to whom Martina turns for shelter. Indeed, while Martina’s silence 

and piercing gaze reveal a rich and complex tableau of female characters, they also draw 

the viewer’s attention to the multitude of traumas inflicted on women by state, 

community, and familial apparatuses and, in so doing, create an implicit criticism of the 

persistence of these traumas in the present moment.  

In a particularly provocative scene about halfway through the film, the director 

explicitly juxtaposes two episodes intimately connected to one another by the grammar of 

violence that arguably underpins social relations in the historical context addressed. In 

this scene, the audience is first presented with an interior shot in which Martina’s mother 

Lena— who at this point is very visibly pregnant— attempts to stop Nazi soldiers from 

taking their cattle and from enacting violence against her family after they discover that 

partisans had taken shelter in their barn. She slaps the soldiers and they throw her to the 

ground, demanding that she reveal the location of the partigiani. Almost as if in response, 
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the next cut shows Martina and her female classmates with their backs against the wall 

and their arms raised in a gesture of surrender. While the shift between these two shots 

initially implies that both acts of violence are enacted by the same perpetrators (the 

Germans from the barn) and that both have brought the film to its dramatic conclusion, 

the camera pans out to reveal that Martina’s classmates aren’t being held by the 

occupying troops: the boys in Martina’s class are holding them against the wall with 

sticks. It is a game in which the boys of her class play the role of soldier and the girls that 

of victim. Given the crescendo of tension that marks this part of the film, the viewer is 

almost encouraged by the very structure of film to breathe a sigh of relief. The audience’s 

initial respite in response to the brief reprieve of these little girls, however, is 

immediately undermined by the more unsettling implications of such a game. The 

juxtaposition of the two images relies on the audience’s shared understanding of the way 

in which games play a fundamental role in childhood social and cognitive development, 

particularly in the way in which children form and reinforce peer relationships.122 The 

formative role of play in childhood socialization, through which children develop 

friendships, antipathies, and learn to navigate various structures of power, offers 

provocative insights into the psychology of each child and the larger systems of 

signification shaping interaction within a given community. L’uomo che verrà thus 

depicts a sociocultural milieu in which women are schooled in violence and subjugation 

                                                

122 See Peter K. Smith, Children at Play (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010) and Marion K. Underwood and 
Lisa H. Rosen, eds., Social Development: Relationships in Infancy, Childhood, and Adolescence (New 
York: The Guilford Press, 2011).  
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from a very young age. Indeed, the innocence of the schoolyard game is promptly 

juxtaposed to the violence against women that occurs during and after the massacre. It 

bears reminding that scenes detailing the strage focus at length on the women and 

children of Monte Sole (most notably Beniamina as interpreted by Rohrwacher) being 

lined up against the very same wall that served as backdrop for the children’s role-

playing. Although the men also die in the massacre, their deaths are often viewed 

individually. In the scenes featuring the death of the women and children, however, 

Diritti focuses on their shared victimhood. This parallel expands the notion of trauma to 

include those acts of quotidian violence endemic to the larger social context.  

A careful investigation of the film reveals a general atmosphere of aggression 

against women. The Nazi troops are by no means the only threat to Martina and the larger 

female universe that she represents. Throughout the film, Martina is routinely bullied by 

her male classmates in scenes that often mirror those in which the Nazis push her female 

relatives across the frame. In one instance, two boys follow Martina home, pushing her to 

the ground and calling her a witch. The same boys create a near-constant climate of 

surveillance as the camera routinely follows Martina’s gaze—at school and at church— 

to reveal the presence of her tormentors. Even so, this bullying appears almost innocuous 

when the viewer becomes aware of a much more unsettling presence in Martina’s life.  

Early on in the film, the patriarchs of Martina’s family admit a man into their 

home during a bout of inclement weather. This man, a purported travelling salesman, 

breaks through the family’s defenses by appealing to their shared socioeconomic class 
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and becomes a recurrent presence on the narrative plane. His exchanges with Martina, 

limited as they are to few brief scenes, focus at length on his sexually predatory nature. In 

his first encounter with the protagonist, the salesman offers her candy while sliding his 

hand under her skirt. Rendered weary by this first meeting, Martina ignores his advances 

and appears to avoid him in subsequent scenes. Despite the fact that nothing ultimately 

comes of the association, the narration draws an implicit connection between the 

salesman’s pedophilic actions and the harassment of the women in the household 

represented at the end. In both instances, the principal character is forced to seek safe 

spaces far removed from the inherently corrupted sphere of adult interaction. Any attempt 

to share her fears proves futile: she remains mute even before her mother. It is only in the 

silence and solitude of the emptied homestead in the closing scene that Martina can find 

her own voice and set a course for the future.  

The interpretation of Martina’s gaze relies strongly on the context provided by the 

similarity—mentioned briefly by Marcus—between this film, its protagonist, and the 

Taviani brothers’ La notte di San Lorenzo (1982).123 Of the many iconic child 

protagonists, Martina most explicitly recalls Cecilia from this renowned cinematic 

representation of an alarmingly similar German rappresaglia that has garnered 

prominence in the collective imaginary of contemporary Italian audiences. Both Cecilia 

and Martina live through tragedy to impart their memories to a younger generation. If 

                                                

123 La notte di San Lorenzo, directed by Paolo and Vittorio Taviani (1982; Santa Monica: MGM Home 
Entertainment, 2001), DVD.  
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Cecilia’s narration of the massacre at San Miniato begins and ends with visions of 

childhood wonder that stand in stark opposition to the brutality of the events that 

surround her, conversely, Martina’s recounting (which in the final scene is limited to a 

repetition of her mother’s favorite lullaby) will most likely include a greater scope of 

trauma. The narrative structure of Diritti’s film negates the tidy resolution central to the 

Tavianis’ homage to a partisan resistance often demonized by rightwing political 

figureheads. Martina does not look up as Cecilia does at the end of La notte di San 

Lorenzo; her gaze remains constantly vigilant. This constancy signals to the audience that 

the violence just experienced isn’t circumscribed to a single, traumatic act but extends 

into the future.  

While audiences, critics, and scholars alike have remarked on the necessary purity 

and riveting character of the film’s young protagonist, it is worth remembering Diritti’s 

selection of this particular viewpoint (arguably one of the most vulnerable of the 

historical period investigated) is the result of careful study and evaluation. The choice of 

a young female protagonist must be read against a film ambiguously projected to the 

“man who will come” cited in its title. Certain critics, as well as the director himself, 

have intimated that the “l’uomo che verrà” refers to Martina’s baby brother (the 

potentially redeemed man of the postwar period) and that Martina is consequently 

relegated to a position of subservience rooted in more traditional roles of mother or 

caretaker. While this interpretation resonates with a film that, despite its focus on acts of 

violence perpetrated against women, tends to silence its female protagonists, I posit that 
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the title can alternatively be read as the failed promise of the prototypical Italian male, 

not just that of the “New” Fascist man promoted by the regime, but also that of the 

partisan.124 Despite the proclaimed apoliticism of the film’s protagonist, Martina’s line of 

sight alerts the viewer to the intrinsic limitations of the partisan model and the 

bureaucratic indifference of the reigning Fascist elite (who, as opposed to the vivid 

portrayal of the father and son team in Taviani’s film, are almost completely absent). 

Throughout the movie, various characters look to the patriarchs of the community and the 

partisans for safety. “Surely, they will protect us,” remarks the businessman from the big 

city, gesturing to the surrounding hills. This promise of safety, however, proves false as 

the occupying troops impose themselves on the town through brute force. Even the 

priests in the final scenes (and the omnipotent God to whom they inevitably gesture) 

prove unable to protect themselves and those around them.125 In Trauma and Recovery 

Judith Herman proposes that the only way to give a voice to those silenced by 

“unspeakable” acts of terror—and to consequently restore the social order— is to create a 

safe space that repairs the estrangement and disjunction caused by violence.126 The only 

                                                

124 As one of the more vocal female characters in the film and as the harbinger of socially progressive 
views, Beniamina’s execution is particularly jarring. While it undoubtedly takes part in the film’s larger 
condemnation of endemic structure of violence, it can also be read as a narrative indictment of a character 
who refuses to ascribe to heteronormative standards of behavior.  
125In the film, the parish priest is gunned down just as the miracle of transubstantiation takes place 
affirming the physical presence of Christ in the host.  
126 Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery (New York: Basic Books, 1997), 1.  
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safe space for Martina is one in which she relies totally on herself and the memories she 

chooses to pass on.  

The space alluded to in the final scene of the film gestures to a future in which 

memories of Italy’s more traumatic events aren’t placed in a locked cabinet, but offered 

for the examination and intervention of social and political collectives. It is a future in 

which unspoken structures become spoken and the connections between past and present 

can be put into focus. The constructive and potentially redemptive nature of the memories 

contained in archives and oral histories plays a demonstrably central role in the 

realization and marketing of Diritti’s representation of the strage di Marzabotto: Diritti 

repeatedly stresses the research at the foundation of his work. In all three text examined 

above, however, the evocation of archival structures and of the almost tangible memorial 

traces encourage the reader or spectator to undergo his or her own process of research, 

even if only within the parameters of their respective mediums.  

In these works the metaphorical and physical records of childhood under fascism 

are salvaged from the amnesia created by the dynamic interplay of teleological 

conceptions of history and the postmodern condition and opened up for the consideration 

of an inquisitive participant. This participant is presented with an evocation of the untold 

infancies of a generation that passed through Fascism without accruing membership in 

one of these stable memorial communities and without the language necessary to create a 

politically viable identity of their own. The works gesture to the ways in which the 

ambiguity of a Fascist childhood without concrete Fascist or anti-fascist affiliations have 
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been relegated to restrictive discursive planes that ignore the traumas of a generation and 

limit the available categories of representation for present memorial collectives. The 

symbolic return to childhood in La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana, Pimpì Oselì, 

and L’uomo che verrà isn’t therefore just a re-visitation of the formative infancy of a 

generation, but of a nation that must renegotiate the learned grammar of its past to truly 

engage with the evolving geopolitical climate. 

THE POLITICS OF INHERITANCE: THE THEATRE OF CELESTINI AND CRISTICCHI 

While many literary and cinematic works feature this double return to childhood 

as a means of revisiting the past, the theatrical representations on World War II and the 

ventennio that emerged over the course of my research generally engaged more broadly 

with the collective traumas of localized non-combatant populations; indeed, most of the 

works ascribed to Italy’s emergent theatrical forms that evoke this period utilize the 

teatro di narrazione’s reliance on a single narrating/directorial voice to speak to the void 

left by those communities eradicated, both physically and metaphorically, by the forces 

of history.127 Like L’uomo che verrà, Ascanio Celestini’s Radio Clandestina and Simone 

Cristicchi’s Magazzino 18 revisit events that have shaped the sociopolitical character of 

                                                

127 It should be noted that, although both works draw considerably from the genre of Italy’s teatro di 
narrazione, only Ascanio Celestini’s play can be defined as part of this theatrical tradition. Simone 
Cristicchi utilizes many of the narrative strategies advanced by playwrights such as Dario Fo and Marco 
Paolini, but his work also remains closely tied to popular theater and to Italy’s longstanding tradition of la 
canzone popolare. For a concise exploration of the teatro di narrazione as a genre see Pier Giorgio Nosari, 
“I sentieri dei raccontatori di storie: Ipotesi per una mappa del teatro di narrazione,” Prove di 
drammaturgia, no. 1 (2014): 11-14.  
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determined communities and that have been used, within the larger fabric of Italian 

society, to advance the platforms of both rightist and leftist political parties. Through the 

inherently dialogic medium of theatre, these works address forgotten and suppressed 

mnemonic legacies whose prevalence in the political uses and abuses of memory has 

defined and curtailed identity politics not just within the memorial communities 

themselves, but also within the Italian nation as a whole.  

Although these plays also engage directly with memory through the archives and 

oral historiographies edified in the lacunae of mainstream statist narratives, they differ 

from the three works described above in that they ground this engagement in often highly 

controversial performances that explicitly embody the struggle between a remembering 

“I” (and the community to which that “I” belongs) and the forces of history promoting 

their univocal narrative of remembering or forgetting. They utilize the conventions of the 

postmodern memory theatre (and their spectator’s knowledge of that theatre) to enact, 

through predominantly one-man shows, the way in which individual and collective 

identities develop through the reciprocal construction of memory. These metatheatrical 

performances acknowledge the strictures of the stage and of individual performance, as 

well as the limitations of the memory and attention of their spectators, to reproduce the 

very ways in which memories are produced, shared, and manipulated. As Gerardo 

Guccini succinctly observes, the narrator/playwright of the teatro di narrazione “includes 

the public in the performance, allowing them to feel the way that their presence helps 
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orient the narrative flow.”128 By beginning in medias res and performing the 

synchronicity between past and present so central to the way in which individuals 

remember, they disavow the closed continuum of the historicized past and encourage 

their spectators to participate in a dialogue that both acknowledges the traumas of 

marginalized groups and creates a space for the emergence of new memorial 

communities.  

Empty spaces and popular voices: Ascanio Celestini’s Radio Clandestina 

Ascanio Celestini’s innovative theatrical production Radio Clandestina takes 

place in a dark room illuminated by a single, naked bulb.129 The bareness of the 

surroundings, the almost complete absence of props, and the dominance of a single 

narrating voice encourage the audience to focus their attention entirely on the story being 

told. It is a stage dominated by memory. Over the course of his monologue, enacted for 

the first time in 2000, Celestini recounts the massacre at the Fosse Ardeatine. He unpacks 

this horrific episode of Italian history, as it has been examined at length in Alessandro 

Portelli’s study L’ordine è gia stato eseguito (1999), not through the detached lens of an 

objective, historical inquiry but through individual experience, collective memory, and 

imaginative reconstruction.130 He begins, in fact, in the present, by staging a conversation 

                                                

128 Gerardo Guccini, “Il teatro di narrazione: fra “scrittura oralizzante” e oralità-che-si-fa-testo,” Prove di 
drammaturgia, no. 1 (2004): 15.  
129 Ascanio Celestini, Radio Clandestina (Rome: Donzelli, 2005).  
130 Alessandro Portelli, L’Ordine è gia stato eseguito (Rome: Donzelli, 2000).  
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between himself and an elderly, illiterate woman perusing the housing notices. Her 

illiteracy, almost comedic in its anachronism, opens the floodgates of memory to connect 

a past and present united by a population’s uninformed reliance on imposed statist 

narratives. Through their encounter, he remembers his grandfather’s stories of Rome 

under Nazi control and of the ways in which the true events surrounding the massacre of 

335 prisoners on March 24, 1944 were memorialized, suppressed, and erased. If, as 

Marianne Hirsch and Aleida Assman suggest, traumatic experiences may be 

communicated across closely related generational lines, the reclamation of his 

grandfather’s memories is a way of exorcizing his own memorial legacy.131 Through this 

shared memory he gestures to a multitude of other voices present in the cracks of 

mainstream historical representation. In so doing, Celestini presents his audience with the 

fragments of a rich mnemonic tapestry that undermine any univocal representation of the 

past. By conjuring the complexity of the Resistance movement’s legacy in Rome, he also 

problematizes extant notions regarding the foundations of left and right wing political 

collectives, thus creating a space for the rearticulation of individual identity. In Radio 

Clandestina, the past, present, and future emerge as closely intertwined entities 

perpetually involved in the reciprocal construction of meaning. In reclaiming the voices 

of a familial and collective memory, the narrator encourages those who listen to engage 

                                                

131 Marianne Hirsch, “ The Generation of Postmemory,” Poetics Today 29, no. 1(2008) 103-128. Aleida 
Assman, The Long Shadow of the Past: Practices of Remembrance and the Politics of Memory (Munich: 
C.H. Beck, 2006).  
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with dominant historical narratives and produce their own foundations for the 

development of collective identity and individual subjectivity.  

Although Celestini’s voice is the only one that pierces the silence of the dimly lit 

stage, Radio Clandestina relies on the implicit presence of a dense population that lies 

unseen, just beyond the limits of the narrator’s tale. In the darkness, he invokes the 

presence of the families, friends, and descendants of those prisoners, of a community 

whose sense of identity is rooted in the shared trauma of that event. In the preface to the 

brief booklet distributed with Radio Clandestina, Alessandro Portelli proposes that 

Celestini’s inventive power lies in the construction of the “bassetta” (an affectionate 

moniker for his petite and elderly imagined interlocutor) both as a concentrated metaphor 

for the Roman populace at the time of the war and as a narrative function.132 For Portelli, 

Celestini relies on the presence of tangible, invisible narrators in Radio Clandestina as in 

his other works:  

In questo modo, Celestini fa teatro del racconto: poiché non esiste racconto orale 
senza destinatario, lui non racconta al pubblico ma mette in scena l’atto del 
raccontare; e poiché non esiste racconto orale che non sia dialogo, nel suo 
monologo teatrale le voci che parlano sono almeno due, con la bassetta che fa 
contrappunto, da comic relief, talora ai confini dell’assurdo, al crescendo 
drammatico dell’io narrante. E che incarna, con la sua straniante alterità e il suo 
stravagante cambiare discorso, anche la difficoltà che ha incontrato la storia delle 
Fosse Ardeatine e di via Rasella nel farsi davvero ascoltare.133 

                                                

132 Alessandro Portelli, “Ascanio Celestini, o dell’essenzialità,” in Radio Clandestina: Memoria delle 
Fosse Ardeatine, Volume 1, ed. Ascanio Celestini (Rome: Donzelli, 2005), 9.  
133 Ibid. Emphasis original. “In so doing, Celestini creates a theatre of narration. Because there is no such 
thing as an oral account without a listener, he doesn’t narrate to the public but places in the scene the very 
act of narration. And because there is no act of narration that isn’t also dialogue there are at least two voices 
in his theatrical monologue with ‘Shorty” who provides a counterpoint, who acts as comic relief —
sometimes to the point of absurdity— to the dramatic crescendo of the narrating “I.” And who also 



 82 

 
In choosing to address his monologue to the “bassetta” and not to the audience, the 

principal narrator resists the construction of yet another univocal interpretation of this 

event and instead gestures to those stories that have yet to be told. He also, as Portelli 

himself remarks, performs the enduring difficulty of creating a truly representative 

narrative that can survive the limited scope of human attention. This difficulty, Celestini 

tells the “bassetta” and, with her, the audience, lies in recounting a story that everyone 

remembers and takes but a minute to tell “[b]ut if one were to tell the whole story, each 

and every detail, it would take a week to tell it all.”134 In this statement— through the 

evocation of the true complexity of the event and the memorial community it sustains—

Celestini not only critiques the way in which the strage at the Fosse Ardeatine has been 

depicted within dominant historical narratives, but also remarks on the widespread 

commodification of memory that relies on the creation of rapidly and easily comestible 

products.  

 The story of the memorial community centered around the fosse ardeatine, as 

depicted by Radio Clandestina, constantly resists straightforward consumption. From the 

very beginning of the play, Celestini characterizes the event not just through the 

multitude of experiences that compose it (as noted above) but also through a condensed 

present that constantly toggles between past and future. “Questa è la storia del 23 e del 24 
                                                                                                                                            

embodies, with her alienating otherness and her extravagant changes in topic, the difficulty that the story of 
the Fosse Ardeatine and via Rasella has encountered in having people truly listen.” Translation mine.  
134 Ascanio Celestini, Radio Clandestina, 37. [m]a se uno la dovrebbe raccontare tutta per filo e per segno 
ci vorrebbe ‘na settimana a raccontarla tutta.“ Translation mine.  



 83 

marzo del 1944,” Celestini announces at the beginning of the play, “Ma per raccontarla 

dall’inizio io dico che bisogna incominciare da prima. Prima del ‘44. Tocca a raccontarla 

a partire dalla fine dell’Ottocento, da quando Roma diventa Roma capitale.”135 The far-

reaching historical context of the strage (which with the very reference to its origin as 

capital city is meant to discourage those members of the audience interested only in 

brevity) is then juxtaposed, later in the narration, to its ever-evolving incarnations: “Dico 

alla bassetta…che è qui che incomincia la storia. Da questo punto dovremmo 

incominciare a raccontarla. Fino ad ora io ho solo messo in fila i fatti, ma è da questo 

momento che qualcuno ha incominciato a raccontarli. È qui che nasce il racconto e anche 

la polemica che lo accompagna.” 136 In this excerpt, even the definition of the exact 

temporal location of the event is immediately undermined by the constant interplay of 

past, present, and future. As a result, the “loro” who have recounted in the past are 

discredited and the event is opened to innovative articulations.  

Despite the far-reaching implications of his narration, Celestini strongly disavows 

all-encompassing knowledge of the event. In utilizing his native dialect, a personal entry 

point, and a non-cooperative interlocutor, the narrator frames his monologue through his 

own experiences and unique viewpoint. He assumes, as his unadorned presence on the 

                                                

135 Ibid., 38. “This is the story of March 23 and 24 of 1944. But to tell it from the beginning, I say that it is 
necessary to begin from before. Before 1944. It is necessary to start telling it from the end of the 1800s, 
from the moment in which Rome becomes Rome, the capital.” Translation mine. 
136 Ibid., 72. “I tell Shorty that it is here that the story begins. We should start telling it from this point. Up 
until now I have only lined up the facts, but it is from this moment that someone begins to tell them. It is 
here that the story, as well as the controversy that accompanies it, begins.” Translation mine.  
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stage concretizes, full responsibility and ownership of the tale he recounts.137 The 

audience is consistently reminded that this is but one of the many stories that can and has 

been shared. Indeed, the limits of Celestini’s own narrative abilities form a cornerstone of 

the theatrical representation and are thus evoked repeatedly throughout the play. His 

subject position as a singular member of the community who has inherited his 

understanding of the event from the previous generations is emphatically reinforced so 

that the communal “noi” can never be totally obfuscated by the narrating “io.”  

 The true force of Celestini’s narrative, as Beatrice Barbalato and Daniele 

Biacchessi have proposed in their respective works, lies in the creation of a foundation 

for further study and original interpretation.138 When Celestini notes that one could write 

a history of the strage at the Fosse Ardeatine merely by focusing on the sirens that shook 

the Roman cityscape from the very beginning of the war, the hyperbole of the statement 

is underpinned with an earnest invocation for new, uncensored interpretive platforms.139 

Celestini implies once again that, for every story that has been told, there is another point 

of view that may better serve us in the present. The revelatory potential of novel ways of 

viewing may help redeem memory itself from institutional control and open up 

unexplored spaces for the expression of both a new “I” and, eventually, a new “we.” 
                                                

137 Beatrice Barbalato has remarked on the total absence of true “characters” as an innovative means in 
Celestini’s work of bringing testimony to the stage without hiding behind fiction. See Beatrice Barbalato, 
Sul palco c’è l’autore: Scrivere,,filmare, interpretare: Carmelo Bene, Gianni Celati, Ascanio Celestini, 
Vincenzo Cerami, Roberto De Simone, Mario Martona (Louvain: University Press of Louvain, 2007).  
138 Daniele Bacchessi, Teatro Civile: Nei luoghi della narrazione e dell’inchiesta (Milan: Edizioni 
Ambiente, 2010).  
139 Celestini, Radio Clandestina, 55.  
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Songs of Exile: Simone Cristicchi’s Magazzino 18 

Like Celestini’s Radio Clandestina, Simone Cristicchi’s Magazzino 18— in all of 

its various incarnations— revisits an episode in Italian history that has undergone 

processes of suppression, forgetting, and rewriting. First presented as a song during the 

Festival di Sanremo in 2013, Magazzino 18 has since been translated into a theatrical 

production and widely distributed pulp historical text. Drawing substantially from Jan 

Bernas’s much debated Ci chiamavano fascisti. Eravamo italiani, Cristicchi’s maturing 

work presents the oral history of those who left Istria, Dalmatia, and Fiume following the 

infamous peace treaty of February 10, 1947 in which these territories were ceded to then-

Yugoslavia.140 Magazzino 18 revisits this historical episode on the heels of other 

historiographic contributions that, since the mid-2000s, have attempted to revive popular 

interest in a largely forgotten collective memorial legacy. It feeds off a growing 

consensus that the elaboration and commemoration of this event was, for far too long, 

ignored by the academic community and left almost entirely on the shoulders of the 

exiled.141 It responds to the sentiment expressed in a recent historiography on the same 

subject by Marco Girardi in which he proclaims:  

Ora non è davvero più tempo di amnesie o reticenze di alcun tipo: quello 
dell’esodo e quella delle foibe sono pagine vergognose della nostra storia, della 
storia di tutti gli italiani. I morti delle foibe appartengono alla sterminata schiera 
di vittime delle follie ideologiche, dell’intolleranza, delle pulizie etniche che 

                                                

140 Jan Bernas, Ci chiamavano fascisti. Eravamo italiani. Istriani, fiumani e dalmati: storie di esuli e 
rimasti (Milan: Ugo Mursia Editore, 2010).  
141 Marco Girardo, Sopravissuti e dimenticati: Il dramma delle foibe e l’esodo dei giuliano-dalmati (Milan: 
Paoline Editoriale Libri, 2006), 7.  
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hanno attraversato il Novecento e l’Europa, e di una capacità di odiare e di 
disprezzare di cui l’umanità, anche in questo nuovo secolo non pare riuscire a 
liberarsi.142  
 

 The tagline of the work, taken from one of the songs in the play, reads: “Non è un’offesa 

che cede al rancore,/non è ferita da rimarginare./È l’undicesimo comandamento:/ ‘Non 

dimenticare!’”143 Due to the complexity of the production—which is at the very moment 

of this study still evolving— it is necessary to touch upon the differences inherent in the 

various forms of Magazzino 18 while maintaining a firm grasp on the work as a singular, 

if dynamic, entity.  

As the very name suggests, the story finds its beginning in a magazzino, or 

storage deposit. In an almost dramatic juxtaposition to the empty space that rules over 

Celestini’s representation, the metaphorical magazzino of the song and the concrete 

stacks depicted in both the play and the book gesture to the multitude of voices silenced 

by history. The book evokes this space with the following description:  

E questo è il Magazzino 18. Dove il tempo si è fermato, congelato in un silenzio 
che mette a disagio. Somiglia al panorama lasciato da un terremoto devastante. 

                                                

142 Ibid.,8. “The present is truly no longer a time for amnesia or reticence of any type; those of the exodus 
and of the foibe are truly mortifying pages of our history, of the history of all Italians. The dead of the foibe 
belong to the exterminated multitude that fell victim of the ideological follies, of the intolerances, of the 
ethnic cleansings that have traversed the 1900s and Europe, and of the capacity for hatred and disdain from 
which humanity, even in this new century, seems incapable of escaping.” Translation mine.  
143 Simone Cristicchi, “Magazzino 18,” TestiMania.com, accessed June 1, 2014, 
http://www.testimania.com/testi/testi_simone_cristicchi_4145/testi_album_di_famiglia_195644/testo_mag
azzino_18_1641363.html. It isn’t an offense that gives way to resentment,/it isn’t a wound that needs 
healing./It’s the eleventh commandment:/ “Don’t forget!” Translation mine.  
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Questa catasta in realtà è un vuoto, il simbolo di un’enorme amnesia. È ciò che 
resta di una delle più grandi tragedie della storia italiana del XX secolo.144  

 
As Claudia Cernigoi has noted in her review of the theatrical production, Cristicchi’s 

stacks are strongly reminiscent of the piles of shoes, eyeglasses, and suitcases utilized in 

commemorations of the Shoah, most notably that of the United States Holocaust museum 

in Washington D.C.145 This similarity—problematic when one considers the differences 

in the sheer number of deaths and in the political character of the two events— allows 

Cristicchi to access visual and emotional registers traditionally associated with an event 

that continues to dominate popular and academic discourses. When confronted with the 

piles of chairs, tables, armoires, and books of il magazzino, the educated viewer 

(schooled in the visual rhetoric of genocide) is already prepared to view the events that 

play out on the stage not just as a tragedy, but most importantly, as an injustice that must 

be remembered.  

 The popular song at the basis of this transmediatic occurrence provides a 

stimulating point of departure for the examination of a work that has evolved primarily 

through its contact with the general public. Taken from an album aptly entitled Album di 

Famiglia, “Magazzino 18”’s media debut is conveyed in familial terms meant to relay not 

                                                

144 Simone Cristicchi, Magazzino 18 (Milan: Mondadori, 2014), 8. “And this is the 18th storage unit. Where 
time has stopped, frozen in a silence that makes you uneasy. It resembles the view left by a devastating 
earthquake. This pile is in reality an emptiness, the symbol of an enormous amnesia. It’s what remains of 
one of the biggest tragedies in Italian history in the twentieth century.” Translation mine.  
145 Claudia Cernigoi, “Recensione dello spettacolo ‘Magazzino 18’ di Simone Cristicchi,” dieci febbraio 
millenovecentoquarantasette, accessed January 31, 2014, 
http://www.diecifebbraio.info/2014/01/recensione-dello-spettacolo-magazzino-18-di-simone-cristicchi/. 
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Cristicchi’s own family history, but the collective history of an idealized peninsular 

family built on a shared memory that accepts the relative strengths and weaknesses of its 

various members. A self-described civic-minded cantautore, Cristicchi uses the song to 

express his own perturbations when confronted with the physical reminder of the storage 

deposits at the Porto Vecchio in Trieste. The lyrics feature a first person narration that 

alternates between the critiquing “I” and the choral “we” and focuses almost exclusively 

on the exodus. In the introductory verse, Cristicchi sings, “Siamo partiti in un giorno di 

pioggia/ cacciati via dalla nostra terra/che un tempo si chiamava Italia/ e uscì sconfitta 

dalla guerra.”146 The larger historical context, with its corresponding ethnic conflict, is 

from the very beginning momentarily pushed aside in order to concentrate on the moment 

of exile where, as Pierre Nora would describe, “consciousness of a break with the past is 

bound up with the sense that memory has been torn—but torn in such a way as to pose 

the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of historical 

continuity persists.”147 It is the very moment of displacement that, in the collective 

imaginary of a well-circumscribed group, acts as a site of memory anchoring notions of 

social and political identity. In this moment, as the very selection of subject position 

within the song implies, the exiled become a memorial collective distinct from the rest of 

the Italian population. Theirs is a subjectivity framed by the very transitory state that has 

made them the object of statist narratives. As the narrating voice of “Magazzino 18” 
                                                

146 Cristicchi, “Magazzino 18.” “We left in the rain/ chased away from our land/ that once upon a time was 
called Italy/and came away defeated from the war.” Translation mine.  
147 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History,”7. 
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Cristicchi arguably presents himself not just as the guardian of this memory, but as a 

member of the collective. This is further concretized by the use of the dialectal 

“dimentighemo” of the final verse.148 The use of “noi” grants the listener (who is invited 

to sing along by the very medium of the canzone popolare) an opportunity to re-

encounter this event as a member of a collective often framed as “other.” The limited 

narrative space, which offers only enough information to gesture to a discursive lacuna, 

encourages the listeners themselves to replace “la pagina strappata dal grande libro di 

storia” through inquiry and dialogue. 149 

Building off the song’s popularity, the theatrical production and historical 

elaboration delve into the oral history of the esuli (as they have come to be known 

collectively through the historiographies of scholars such as Gianni Oliva).150 The 

expanded narrative space afforded the theatrical production and book allows Cristicchi to 

address events that took place in the months and years preceding the final exodus, 

including the foibe.151 An expansion that includes the victims of the foibe is particularly 

evocative because, in some ways, it undoes the “erasure of personhood,” explored by 

Oliva, that takes place when individuals are buried together to disintegrate into the 

                                                

148 It is worth remembering that Simone Cristicchi (who normally speaks with in the Roman dialect) adopts 
the Istrian dialectal inflection.  
149 Simone Cristicchi, “Magazzino 18.” “The paged ripped from the great book of history.” Translation 
mine.  
150 See Gianni Oliva, Esuli: Dalle Foibe ai campi profughi: La Tragedia degli Italiani di Istria, Fiume, e 
Dalmazia (Milan: Oscar Mondadori, 2009).  
151 The foibe refers to a process through which Italians with supposed fascist sympathies were murdered 
and buried in mass graves that took form in the natural crevices of then-Istria.  
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anonymity of the landscape.152 Just as the material remnants of the exiled are given space 

on stage, so are the members of the population themselves. Cristicchi’s on-stage play 

evokes the displaced and murdered of Istria, Dalmatia, and Fiume through a chorus that 

appears in half-shadow, most notably during the song “Dentro la Buca.” The narrating 

“io” of the original song is here replaced by the character of Persechetti, an archivist from 

Rome, whom Cristicchi himself interprets. This shift from a member of the collective to 

an outsider readily acknowledged as such is significant. Although the adoption of a 

fictional persona undermines what Pier Giorgio Nasari identifies as the “visible” play 

between “the registers of narration and representation” central to Italy’s theater of 

narration, it allows the narrator-turned-actor to introduce a vital element of the event’s 

memorialization.153 As in La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana, the figure of the 

archivist and of the non-traditional archive allows both the author and his audience to 

reconsider the way in which the interpretation and organization of material culture can 

contribute to the creation of either open or closed interpretive paradigms. The various 

possibilities are inscribed in the question that the overwhelmed archivist asks himself 

when confronted with a chest, succinctly labeled “Prima dell’Esodo” (“Before the 

exile”), full of sealed envelopes: “Che faccio, apro? La uno, la due o la tremila?”154 As 

                                                

152 Ibid., 26.  
153 Nasari, “I sentieri dei raccontatori di storie,” 11.  
154 Cristicchi, Magazzino 18, 17. “What do I do, do I open? Number one, number two, or number three-
thousand?” Translation mine.  
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Persechetti works his way through the “archive” of magazzino 18, and as the ghosts of 

absent owners make themselves known, the unilateral history of the esuli gives way to 

the multivocality of memory. On stage, even the experience of a young girl of Slavic 

extraction (performed in her native tongue, but translated for the audience) reveals a 

crack through which alternative modes of investigation become possible.  

The investigative potential embodied in the representation of individual 

experience and testimony finds its fullest expression in the oral history published by 

Cristicchi (with a preface by Bernas) in early 2014. Here, the cantautore gives ample 

space to the accounts of a variety of sources that lead the reader from the period before 

the exile and of the exile itself to the refugee camps and those left behind. These 

contributions, many of which can be traced back to Jan Bernas’s original treatise on the 

subject, explore personal accounts that have often been greeted with unease and even 

denial. In the final chapter of his oral collection, the verses of Simone Cristicchi’s song 

alternate with the voices of the forgotten. The final result, redolent of Italy’s long-

standing tradition of la canzone popolare, juxtaposes the silence of the Porto Vecchio 

with the cacophony of voices still waiting to be heard.155 Astutely titled “Non 

dimenticare,” this chapter reminds us that there are many stories that have yet even to be 

remembered.  

Unlike Celestini’s play, which debuted to almost universally favorable reviews, 

Cristicchi’s production has given rise, since before its theatrical debut, to an impassioned 
                                                

155 Ibid., 149.  
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debate and general media frenzy that often chastises the cantautore for a rather marked 

partiality and for historical inaccuracy. In my own reading of the work, I find that 

Cristicchi often appears to soften depictions of Italian misconduct so as to honor the 

specific memorial legacies of the exiled without delving too deeply into the discourses on 

national or ethnic identity that shaped the complex social and political reality of the “lost” 

territories. He, like the directors of Romanzo di una strage discussed in Chapter Four, 

relies too heavily on the source material that inspired the work without subjecting it to a 

more critical evaluation. Samantha Mengerelli writes that Cristicchi’s representation 

demonizes the communist troops under Tito, ignores the climate of terror created by 

Italian Fascists among other local ethnic populations, and resorts to many generalizations 

(which she deems both compelling and dangerous) that betray a deep-seated need for 

historical objectivity.156 Piero Purini, with the collaboration of the collective authorship 

Wu Ming, seconds this review and additionally takes issue with his reductive invocation 

of the “italiani brava gente.”157 Overall, online platforms are rife with bloggers and critics 

(both professional and amateur) defending and criticizing Simone Cristicchi’s 

representation of a collective memory that remains fraught with tensions viewed 

primarily through the rhetoric of specific political affiliations. Their response can be 

                                                

156 Samantha Mengerelli, “Recensioni sullo spettacolo ‘Magazzino 18,’ rappresentazione del 22/12/2013 al 
teatro Sala Umberto di Roma,” diecifebbraiomillenovecentoquarantasette.com, updated January 5, 2014, 
http://www.diecifebbraio.info/2014/01/alcune-recensioni-allo-spettacolo-magazzino-18-di-simone-
cristicchi/. 
157 Piero Purini, “Quello che Cristicchi dimentica. Magazzino 18, gli <<italiani brava gente>> e le vere 
larghe intese,” WuMingFoundation.com, last updated February 24, 2014, 
http://www.wumingfoundation.com/giap/?p=16149.  
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interpreted as a reflection of the way in which both Cristicchi and Celestini navigate, to 

drastically different degrees of success, the spaces between individual experience, 

collective memory, and historical narrativization.  

Although these works by Eco, Belotti, Diritti, Celestini, and Cristicchi differ 

substantially in memorial source, medium, and articulation, they each feature a 

representation of the ventennio fascista that carefully balances an overt critique of Fascist 

memorial legacies with an attempt to find spaces in the past for the present creation of 

individual and group identities. These works utilize the dominant events of the fading 

twentieth century as a means of opening an ephemeral window into the untapped 

potentiality of the past and of communities swept away by historical inevitability. They 

re-exhume the paper traces and oral testimonies lying in the postmodern archive and re-

present them to an audience that is encouraged to sift through them and find elements that 

bring the relationship between past and present into relief. They perform both memory 

itself and the process of remembering. In so doing they attempt not only to counteract, 

even temporarily, the growing amnesia of our time, but also to give full voice to the 

potentially miraculous last lights of World War II’s memorial twilight. 
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Chapter Two 

Remembering The Postwar Period: Between Nostalgia and Forgetting 

When compared to the myriad of cinematic, literary, and theatrical texts written between 

1990 and the present on the Second World War (of which the works discussed in the 

previous chapter represent but a small cross section), those dedicated exclusively to the 

immediate postwar period and Italy’s subsequent economic miracle are relatively few. 

More often than not, this particular moment of Italian contemporary history serves as a 

point of departure within the narrative structure—frequently depicted as an evanescent 

and delusive period of innocence—than as a primary temporal setting; the two decades 

following the war can be found at the root of many of the works that will be discussed in 

the next two chapters of this dissertation. In those films, novels, and plays that focus 

almost exclusively on these two decades (which for the purpose of this chapter comprise 

the years between 1945 and 1967), memory becomes a powerful investigative tool for 

discerning the underlying connections between the present moment and a period whose 

memorialization and commemorative practices have, since the very end of the war, been 

fraught with social and political tensions. Through memory, the readers and viewers of 

these works are encouraged to revisit a moment in recent Italian history in which 

competing discourses on the “true” natures of the ventennio and of Italy’s advancement 
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into the future shaped and continues to shape the performance of group and individual 

identities.  

The formative character of the period (both actualized and potential) is 

immediately visible through the emblematic series of changes that would lead, over the 

course of a few brief years, to the emergence of an Italy that had little in common, at least 

on the surface, with the predominantly rural country that submitted to fascist rule in the 

1930s. In Storia d’Italia dal dopoguerra a oggi (2006) Paul Ginsborg notes that in 1945 

the Italian social and economic context (with the exception of its few urban centers) was 

still fairly similar to that known to Garibaldi and Cavour during the risorgimento.158 A 

mere half a century later, he states, Italy had changed enough to be almost completely 

unrecognizable.159 In Storia del miracolo economico (2005), Guido Crainz defines these 

changes, many of which occurred in the 1950s and 1960s, in the following terms:  

La società italiana conosce in un brevissimo volger d’anni una rottura davvero 
grande con il passato: nel modo di produrre e di consumare, di pensare e di 
sognare, di vivere il presente e di progettare il futuro. È messa in movimento in 
ogni sua parte: esprime energie e potenzialità economiche diffuse, capacità 
progettuali, ansie di emancipazione differenti, e di diverso segno. Sprigiona, 
anche, un venalio ampio di fermenti intellettuali: basti pensare al cinema e alla 
letteratura di quegli anni, al giornalismo, alla vivacità di riviste e gruppi 
culturali.160 

                                                

158 Paul Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia dal dopoguerra a oggi (Turin: Piccola Biblioteca Einaudi), IX.  
159 Ibid.  
160 Guido Crainz, Storia del Miracolo Italiano (Rome: Donzelli, 2005), VII. "Over the course of a few brief 
years, Italian society experiences a great break with the past: in modes of production and of consumption, 
of thinking and of dreaming, of living the present and of projecting the future. Every part of her is put into 
movement: she expresses a wide variety of economic vitalities and potentialities, projecting capacities, and 
different and diverse anxieties of emancipation. It releases also, an ample branching out of intellectual 
ferments: one need only think of the cinema and literature of those years, of the journalism, and of the 
vivacity of cultural magazines and groups." Translation mine.  
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In the brief excerpt above, the scholar alludes to many of the developments whose 

products have become emblematic of Italian culture in both national and transnational 

spheres and whose influence can still be easily identified in Italian literary, cinematic, 

and technological production. The many innovations of the period occurred in tandem, 

though (as Crainz quickly underscores) with the active preservation of “old assets and 

cultures” and the resurgence of a strongly conservative social and political climate.161 

These conservative forces—which often operated at the very foundation of seemingly 

more progressive cultural phenomenon—would, by the mid-1960s, mitigate the current 

of change so vividly sought in the immediate postwar period and put up a veil between 

the past and present that encouraged the Italian people to forget the events of the war, 

accept current structures of power, and work toward rebuilding the Italian economy.  

 Il dopoguerra is thus, at its core, a period that epitomizes the dialectic between 

remembering and forgetting. On one hand, it is marked by a remarkable surge in cultural 

production and commemoration; one need only think of the many films and books 

produced in this period or of the considerable resources dedicated by various political 

parties to the construction of a shared memory of the war. On the other hand, as Filippo 

Focardi and others have noted, the “reconciliation” so central to postwar rhetoric relied 

heavily on the obfuscation of any historical episode or interpretation that threatened the 

                                                

161 Ibid. Ferraresi notes that strength of this conservative social and political climate can be readily 
observed in the re-emerge of neo-fascist groups such as the Ordine Nuovo and the Avanguardia Nazionale 
as early as the mid 1950s. See Franco Ferraresi, “The Radical Right in Postwar Italy,” Politics & Society 
16, no. 71 (1998): 71-119.  
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shaky peace achieved after the armistice.162 In many ways, forgetting became a dominant 

means for individuals, communities, and statist institutions to work toward redemption in 

the face of the mortifying defeat of fascism and the prospect of an arduous period of 

reconstruction. Torriglia notes that “many documents, novels, and films of the period 

testify—not always in a straightforward, limpid, or explicit way—to a powerful desire to 

forget, to erase, and to deny the past.”163 She observes that many artists and politicians 

alike were heavily invested in creating a distinction between the postwar moment and 

Italy’s prewar history either through a “sincere, painful conversion” from Fascism to 

Democracy or through the more “artificial” adoption of a more socially and politically 

viable identity.164 

 The postwar period is often discussed with a sense of nostalgia by both right and 

left wing constituents.165 For the right, the 1950s and 1960s are years of seemingly 

unlimited potential, of prosperity, and of wholesome family values that rapidly faded as 

political turmoil and economic instability became the order of the day. For the left, it 

represents a pivotal period for social and political change that failed to deliver on the 

                                                

162 Filippo Focardi, “Reshaping the Past: Collective Memory and the Second World War in Italy, 1945-
55,” in The Postwar Challenge: Cultural, Social, and Political Change in Western Europe, 1945-1958, ed. 
Dominik Geppert (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 56.  
163 Anna Maria Torriglia, Broken Time, Fragmented Space: A Cultural Map for Postwar Italy (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2002) xii.  
164 Ibid. 
165 Nostalgia is traditionally understood as a sentimental longing for the past. Theorists such as Frederic 
Jameson, as I discuss below, have associated nostalgia with forgetfulness or amnesia; they posit that this 
sentiment allows individuals and societies to romanticize bygone eras and to wallow in an inherently 
flawed understanding of the past. More recent scholarship—my own included—has disputed the inherently 
forgetful nature of nostalgia in favor of a more nuanced understanding.  
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promises of a new and better post-fascist Italy. Jacques Le Goff, David Lowenthal, 

Frederic Jameson and others have described the postmodern period (particularly the years 

since the early 1980s) as one hopelessly enmeshed in nostalgia.166 For them, this yearning 

for “a time that never was,” expressed through the postmodern fascination with the 

pastiche, is a symptom of current society’s inability to think historically and of the 

rampant representation of the past as a commodity readily available for consumption. 

Although nostalgia, when entertained uncritically, often indulges in this commodification 

of history that muddles the exchange between past and present, its emergence in present-

day Italian literary, theatrical, and cinematic production seems to hold a very different 

function. In a cultural climate actively invested in rearticulating the place of pivotal 

historical events in the expression of individual and collective identities, nostalgia—with 

its accompanying sense of loss—has been utilized by authors, playwrights, and 

cinematographers to critique extant depictions of the past and to gesture to that which has 

been forgotten or erased in the historicization of the twentieth century. They utilize the 

inherent connection between nostalgia and the act of forgetting to identify the 

unaddressed legacies of the moment and to challenge the teleological assumptions of 

dominant historical narratives.  

                                                

166 See Jacques Le Goff, “Memory,” in History and Memory, trans. Steven Randall and Elizabeth Claman, 
51-99 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992); David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); and Frederic Jameson Postmodernism, or, The Cultural 
Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991).  



 99 

 I argue that while the works on World War II and the ventennio in the previous 

chapter attempt to garner new insights into a historical moment that is quickly fading by 

engaging with the archives and archival practice, a critically charged nostalgia is the 

foundational entity of the texts on the postwar period that I explore below; it is both the 

subject of these narratives and the mode with which they approach this site of recent 

Italian history. Although they too, like the works examined above, often rely on the 

disinterment or recreation of the physical traces of the period, they also appeal more 

directly to the intrinsic nostalgic register of these elements. Through nostalgia, they 

encourage their audiences to look more closely at the resurfacing mementos of 

commodity culture and evaluate their place in discursive practices that promote the 

simplicity and moral stability of the 1950s and early 1960s. In her compelling analysis of 

British and American cinematic production Screening the Past (2005), Pam Cook 

proposes that “in the very act of addressing audiences as nostalgic spectators and 

encouraging them to become involved in re-presenting the past,” filmic texts such as 

Wong Kar-Wai’s In the Mood for Love (2000) and Todd Haynes's Far From Heaven 

(2002) invite “exploration and interrogations of the limits of its engagement with 

history.”167 She writes: “these modern-day reconstructions tell us more about our 

relationship to the past, about the connections between past and present, and our affective 

responses.”168 In so doing, they push their viewer to engage with the historical events 

                                                

167 Pam Cook, Screening the Past: Memory and Nostalgia in Cinema (New York: Routledge, 2005), 2. 
168 Ibid., 3.  
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depicted to gain a better knowledge and understanding.169 In Chick Flicks, Roberta 

Garrett provides a series of compelling examples of this phenomenon.170 Analyzing 

female-centric films like The Stepford Wives (2004), Pleasantville (1998), and the above 

mentioned Far From Heaven, she posits that the women’s films produced since the early 

1990s return to Jameson’s notion of “cinematic fiftiesness” in order to revisit “culturally 

and historically overloaded” figures (particularly that of the “domestic goddess”) and 

critique their re-emergence in contemporary culture.171 The nostalgic elements of these 

films, often articulated through a careful reproduction of the aesthetic codes of past 

productions, thus provide a point of entry for the viewer to engage with forms of 

oppression both past and present. In his exploration of nostalgia in contemporary 

Anglophone texts for Ethics and Nostalgia in the Contemporary Novel, John J. Su 

advances the notion of an ethical dimension to nostalgia that can be found throughout a 

wide variety of texts featuring a return to that “past that never was.”172 Disavowing those 

claims—by scholars such as bell hooks— that often called for a rejection of nostalgia by 

characterizing it as the antithesis to contemporary memory practice, Su proposes that 

nostalgia occupies a very specific function with relation to memory.173 He argues that, 

                                                

169 Ibid. 
170 Roberta Garrett, Postmodern Chick Flicks: The Return of the Woman’s Film (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007).  
171 Ibid., 13.  
172 John J. Su, Ethics and Nostalgia in the Contemporary Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), 3.  
173 Ibid., 2.  
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within the context of specific novels (among these the works of Toni Morrison, Ian 

McEwan, Wole Soyinka, and others), the use of nostalgia harnesses the sentiment’s 

“tendency to interweave imagination, longing, and memory to envision resolutions to the 

social dilemmas of fragmentation and displacement.”174 It does not necessarily encourage 

an amnesiac or deceptive encounter with the past; rather, it enables both the readers and 

literary characters to articulate “disappointments and frustrations” with those things that 

were, and still are, lacking in a given social context.175 He notes: “Nostalgia in other 

words, encourages an imaginative exploration of how present systems of social relations 

fail to address human needs, and the specific objects of nostalgia—lost or imagined 

homelands—represent efforts to articulate alternatives.”176 Although the films and novels 

these three scholars discuss differ substantially (both in content and style) from the 

novels, films, and theatrical productions I address in this chapter, I argue that similar 

mechanisms underpin the development and distribution of Stefano Benni’s Saltatempo, 

Francesca Comencini’s In Fabbrica, Cristina Comencini’s Due Partite, and Wu Ming’s 

54. In these works, nostalgia brings back the lost rural landscapes, orderly factories, 

tastefully decorated bourgeois sitting rooms, and the artifacts of popular cultural of the 

1940s, 1950s, and 1960s to peel back the aestheticizing veneer and reclaim the expressive 

potentiality of individual and collective experiences that have been reduced to mere 

                                                

174 Ibid., 3.  
175 Ibid., 9.  
176 Ibid., 5.  
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simulacra of the lived reality. Utilizing what I term a critical nostalgia, these works look 

behind the familiar, sanitized, and easily commodified images of almost pre-modern rural 

communities and of the trappings of middle to upperclass respectability to reveal spaces 

of human interaction that speak directly to persistent failures in Italian society. In so 

doing, they negate the forgetfulness traditionally attributed to nostalgia and highlight its 

potentially more fruitful dimension. Stefano Benni’s novel, a work that in many ways 

operates at the very edges of Wu Ming’s New Italian Epic, revisits the postwar period 

through the intrinsically nostalgic perspective of a young male narrator who lives in a 

rural community on the brink of extinction. Through the coming of age tale of this young 

boy, told in non-sequential time thanks to the presence of a magical time travelling 

device, the reader is invited to reassess both the gains and the losses that accompanied 

Italy’s rapid industrialization. The mythicization of the economic boom as an inherently 

positive phenomenon, whose processes and strategies are worth emulating in the 

contemporary context, thus becomes the object of scrutiny for this critically nostalgic 

text. Francesca Comencini’s documentary similarly invites her viewers to look more 

closely at extant myths surrounding the economic boom, this time through the lens of one 

of its more iconic signifiers: the factory. In In fabbrica, a single narrating point of view 

gives way to the multivocality of an often-invisible group. Through archival footage, 

Comencini exhumes the lost and forgotten voices of factory workers and invites her 

viewers to reassess the impact of the boom on the working class both past and present. In 

her play Due Partite, Cristina Comencini shifts the focus of the viewer away from those 
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communities that in many ways bore the brunt of the economic miracle to look more 

closely at a specific subset of the population that benefitted from it directly. Echoing, to a 

degree, the choral nature of Francesca Comencini’s documentary, Cristina Comencini 

dissects the appurtenances of the upper middle class by opening up an intimate card game 

among four women to the view of the spectator. The persistence of structures of 

subjugation becomes apparent as the nostalgia surrounding the 1950s’ idealized notion of 

femininity gives way to a greater examination of its limitations. Although the novel 

focuses predominantly on the male perspective, Wu Ming’s 54 similarly uses material 

culture as a means of stimulating a greater examination of the power structures behind 

many of the more fetishized elements of the decade. In following a broad cast of 

characters across the Italian peninsula, Yugoslavia, and the United States, the narrator not 

only engages the reader’s memory through the use of iconic elements of popular culture 

(Carey Grant, Alfred Hitchcock’s films, and Ian Fleming’s popular spy series on James 

Bond among others), but through deliberate play, encourages the reader to draw 

connections between seemingly unconnected historical processes. The nostalgia for the 

purity and prosperity of the 1950s and for one of cinema’s golden ages opens a space for 

critique. Indeed, all four of the works analyzed in this chapter acknowledge the nostalgic 

register of the period depicted and utilize this nostalgia to engender a critical 

reassessment of their role in contemporary identity politics. In these works, nostalgia and 

memory are not depicted as mutually exclusive phenomenon; rather, the longing inherent 

to nostalgia offers a point of entry into events whose current memorializations shape the 
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grammar of human interaction. The “lost or imagined” cultural “homelands” of the 1950s 

consequently become a foundation for addressing present social and political concerns 

often relegated to discussions of the past.  

JUMPING INTO NOSTALGIA: STEFANO BENNI’S SALTATEMPO  

 Stefano Benni’s Saltatempo walks the line between the detached ironic play 

inherent to the postmodern pastiche (so strongly critiqued within the NIE) and an 

engaging nostalgia that opens the past to the inquisitive gaze of the reader.177 Benni’s 

magical realist text features a community (upheld by a band of colorful, former-partisans) 

imbedded in a rural town temporarily suspended between Italy’s agrarian past and its 

industrial future. The novel recounts the coming of age of a young boy nicknamed 

Lupetto who, after being granted a time-travelling device (named the orobilogio) by an 

ancient hillside god, is able to view the past and future of any place that triggers his inner 

clock. Set predominantly during the 1950s and 1960s, it features a wide array of 

characters who accompany the narrator from the immediate postwar period to the student 

movements of 1968. Through the narrator’s depiction of these two decades, the reader 

experiences not just the main character’s maturation (and his accompanying sense of loss 

for an idyllic, magical childhood among the old, disenfranchised heroes of the local 

resistance), but also the quickly changing social, political, and economic reality that 

would lay waste (within a brief few years) to the rural landscapes of his childhood and to 

                                                

177 Stefano Benni, Saltatempo (Milan: Feltrinelli, 2003).  
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a way of life still intrinsically connected to nature. In his review of the novel for World 

Literature Today Rocco Capozzi proposes that although Saltatempo represents a slight 

departure from Benni’s inherently postmodern “ironic and parodic caricatures of 

contemporary Italian society,” he does exploit “postmodern strategies” in the novel to 

convey a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the changes undergone by both the 

protagonist (who Capozzi argues shares many autobiographical affinities with the author) 

and the larger social context.178 The text is peppered with references to everything from 

jukebox tunes and videogames to notable soccer matches and emergent musicians (such 

as David Bowie). Within the larger narrative structure, the orobilogio serves a similar 

function to Yambo’s loss of memory and his trip to Solara in La misteriosa fiamma della 

regina Loana: it provides the reader with a narrative space that condenses time and calls 

into question the relationship of seemingly disparate cultural products. It also provides an 

alternative, playful roadmap through accepted historical narratives that promotes a 

reinvestigation on the part of the reader. If, as Capozzi and Monica Boria posit, Benni’s 

interaction with postmodernity often serves as a means of proposing a counter-cultural 

vision of Italian leftist political history and of 1968 from new, potentially fruitful 

perspectives, Saltatempo participates in this project through an active engagement with 

the nostalgic epicenters of collective memory.179 Nostalgia thus becomes both a vehicle 

                                                

178 Rocco Capozzi, “Review of Saltatempo,” World Literature Today 76, no. 3/4 (2002): 136.  
179 Ibid. 137. See Monica Boria, “Echoes of Counterculture in Stefano Benni’s Humour,” Romance Studies 
23, no. 1(2005): 29-41.  
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for and the subject of an imaginative (often overtly whimsical) reconstruction of 

historical episodes and processes that have shaped both individual and collective 

identities. 

 The inherent connection between individual experience and collective memory 

occupies a prominent role in the narrative structure of the novel. Although Lupetto (who 

later takes on the mantle of Saltatempo) is the only one of his peers with access to the 

orobilogio, his view of the fragments of both past and future is inextricably shaped by the 

community that guides and sustains him into adulthood. In introducing the members of 

the small town in which he lives, the narrator provides the reader with brief yet 

revelatory, descriptions that convey not just the each character’s name and occupation, 

but also the actions that have made that individual part of a nuanced, living pantheon of 

heroes still at battle with the enemies of old: most notable among these are Saltatempo’s 

Uncle Nevio (the “expert” with an encyclopedic, computer-like memory), Karamazov 

(“ideologue, criminologist and liar” who had spent six years in Russia), and Regina 

(owner of the newspaper and tobacco kiosk and expert in “all editorial information” from 

recipes to obituaries).180 The depictions of these characters—which (along with the 

unremarked appearance of gods and woodland sprites) strongly recall the complex, 

multigenerational universes at the core of Latin American magical realist works such as 

Isabel Allende’s House of the Spirits and Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years 

of Solitude—introduce the reader to a living cultural milieu populated by 
                                                

180 Benni, Saltatempo, 32, 31, 33. 
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multidimensional figures that resist the univocal and utterly forgettable representations of 

an ignorant and retrograde rural world popular in narratives of Italy’s industrial 

progress.181 Channeling the “revolutionary sting” of Marquez’s iconic prose, Benni gives 

his reader a protagonist who witnesses both the small victories of his community and its 

incredible losses at the hands of historical processes.182 Uncle Nevio’s triumph as 

mayoral candidate against the greedy, formerly-fascist Fefelli is accompanied by the 

knowledge that although this victory may preserve the moral integrity of the village, it is 

too late to stop powerful investors from building their highways and factories on top of 

the woods. Over the course of a few brief years, Saltatempo sees a decrease in poverty 

and hunger, but also the proliferation of drug abuse (which will claim the life of his 

friend Gancio) and other degenerations caused by a culture of excess. He sees the 

resurgence of a politics of resistance but also the blows dealt by neofascism (culminating 

in the attack on Piazza Fontana) and the concretization of an inherently capitalist 

mindframe. 

 The overtly nostalgic tone of Benni’s work emerges through the confluence of 

three distinct yet interrelated periods of transition that give shape to the novel: Italy’s 

emergent industrial era (and the aforementioned whittling away of Italy’s agricultural 

centers), Saltatempo’s childhood, and the evolution of a leftist political culture. As in 

                                                

181 As Boria observes, Benni’s overall work is marked by explicit references and allusions to the works of 
a wide range of authors, works, and styles. Boria, Stefano Benni’s Humour, 31.  
182 Stephen M. Hart, “From Realism to Neo-realism to Magical Realism: The Algebra of Memory,” 
Romance Studies 30, no. 3-4 (2012), 265. 
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canonic Italian works such as Morante’s La Storia and Calvino’s Sentiero dei nidi di 

ragno (and in previously discussed contemporary works such as Belotti’s Pimpì Oselì 

and Diritti’s L’uomo che verrà), the narrator’s coming-of-age mirrors, to an extent, the 

nation’s loss of innocence. The destruction of the hillside, the failure of various political 

projects, and Saltatempo’s own growing disillusionment seem to echo the sense of loss 

that dominates these and other representations of the period. Given the proliferation of 

intertextual references that mark Benni’s larger body of work, however, this 

characteristic draws attention to and must be viewed in relation to the temporal 

framework of the novel, which consistently resists a purely linear conception of time. The 

story of Saltatempo, as the hillside God tells young Lupetto, will be told by two clocks: 

one external clock that will, inexorably, move forward, and another, internal clock that 

will condense time and reveal both the past and future.183 The final scene of the novel 

reminds the reader of the true function of the orobilogio beyond the telling of time:  

Devi solo promettermi che conserverai gli orologi come una cosa importante e 
preziosa non tradire né l’uno né l’altro. Quello della fatica quotidiana e quello dei 
mondi possibili, quello che conta i tuoi passi in terra e quello che misura i tuoi 
sogni. Quello che scorre e quello che gira. Quello che ti ruba le persone care e 
quello che te le riporta. Quello che uccide i tuoi nemici e quello che ti fa 
immaginare in quanti vari modi li uccideresti.184 

                                                

183 Benni, Saltatempo, 16.  
184 Ibid., 17. "You just need to promise me that you will keep the clocks as an important and precious 
thing. Don’t betray one or the other. The one that of your daily struggle and the one of possible worlds. The 
one that measures your steps on earth and the one that measures your dreams. The one that runs and the one 
that spins. The one that robs you of your loved ones and the one that brings them back to you. The one that 
kills your enemies and the one that allows you to imagine all the way in which you would kill them." 
Translation mine.  
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The presence of the orobilogio, which often serves as a prosthetic memory for both 

Saltatempo and the reader, helps create a direct connection between moments that would 

otherwise seem too far removed to be viewed in relation to one another. In so doing, it 

highlights the intrinsic connections between disparate moments and allows for the re-

evaluation of dominant timelines. Memory allows the present to live again, not as a 

specter of the past, but as a new form of vision. Repeated traumas come to light, as do 

spaces for growth and reinvention. In the novel, this is particularly relevant to 

Saltatempo’s political identity and his participation in the student movement of 1968. Just 

as the older generation that shaped his involvement has begun to disappear and the 

political engagement of the period has begun to give way to the fear and punctuated 

silence of the years of lead, Saltatempo’s orobilogio brings him back to a moment of 

collective disappointment in his town’s history and to the wisdom of Uncle Nevio: 

“There are people who say they want to fight,” Nevio observes, “but then they mistake 

the starting whistle of the game for that of the final moment and they go home.”185 Soon 

thereafter, Saltatempo meets his own son and the promise of a new, different future 

becomes possible once again. If, as Inge Lanslots posits, Benni’s protagonists are usually 

young boys “on a quest to save the world from decay,” Saltatempo’s quest revolves 

                                                

185 Ibid., 265. “C’è gente che dice che vuol lottare e poi confonde il fischio d’inizio della partita con quello 
dell’ultimo minuto, e va a casa.” Translation mine.  
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around finding useful ways to interpret the past, even when the people that populate that 

past are no longer there to offer their support.186 

Although nostalgia often works as a subversive entity within the novel by 

challenging univocal representations of given historical instances, it also sometimes 

promotes an unapologetically reductive representation of the female characters that the 

narrator encounters on his journey toward personal and political maturity. Although 

tempered by her eventual emergence as a desiring subject in her own right, Selene 

(Saltatempo’s childhood sweetheart) often appears as the embodiment of the narrator’s 

yearning for a more primitive, unpolluted femininity. When her family moves to the city 

and Selene adopts a more urban perspective on the world, the protagonist greets her 

evolution with a profound sense of loss for the girl she once was. Furthermore, as she and 

Saltatempo become increasingly involved in the political stirrings of their time, her 

participation in the event is often treated ironically, even superficially. Selene is 

repeatedly presented as an almost unthinking product of the trends of the period and 

echoes of this representation can be found throughout the novel’s depiction of women.  

Despite the more conservative uses of nostalgia that sometimes emerge in the 

text, the narrator and the reader’s yearnings for a past suffused with the promise and 

ideals of the resistance help engage the reader’s attention in a revaluation of the evolution 

of the left that identifies its contributions to the current sociopolitical climate as well as 

                                                

186 Inge Lanslots, “Stefano Benni (1947-),” Encyclopedia of Italian Literary Studies, eds. Gaetana 
Marrone, Paolo Puppa, and Luca Somigli (New York: Routledge, 2007), 179-180.  
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its weaknesses. This yearning manifests not through the ready consumption of a 

commodified image, but through a critical reassessment of the relationship between 

disparate moments and processes. Although Benni’s work is inherently more humorous 

than other contemporary works, such Wu Ming and Ravagli’s Asce di Guerra (2000), 

that offer an unflinching and often bleak depiction of partisanship in the postwar period, 

Saltatempo is similarly distinguished by a mythopoetic current that creates spaces in the 

past for the reclamation of agency and the affirmation of a shared social and political 

solidarity. In one of the opening scenes of the novel, an elementary-aged Saltatempo 

observes small fish as they swim down a stream. While most of the fish make their way 

unscathed, some find themselves torn to pieces by rocks thrown into the current. The 

protagonist catches himself thinking a most un-childlike thought: “Mi venne da pensare 

che anche noi eravamo pesciolini e da un momento all’altro una grande pietra poteva 

calare sulla nostra vita, e noi non eravamo importanti per quella pietra, non contavamo 

nulla.”187 Although this metaphor for the relation of history to the individual is relatively 

transparent (and fairly unoriginal), its resurgence, almost undetected, at other points in 

the novel signals its affinity to the larger discourses underpinning the narrative. When in 

the very last line of the novel, Saltatempo sees himself being taken over by the stream, it 

is with the knowledge that, even in the face of triumphalist nature of history, detachment 

and apathy are not a true option. The visions of the past and future granted him by the 

                                                

187 Benni, Saltatempo, 24. “I started to think that we too were small fish and that at any moment a rock 
could come down on our lives and that we weren’t important to that rock, that we didn’t matter at all.” 
Translation mine.  
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orobilogio are not intended to act as a refuge from the present; rather, they provide him 

with the resources necessary to put that present into context. The initial promise made to 

respect both clocks, a promise that reminds both Saltatempo and the reader of the 

importance of looking back with a critical rather than indulgent eye, culminates in the 

knowledge that while the past and future often lie beyond the individual’s direct sphere of 

influence, both should help shape that individual’s actions in the present. By mediating 

the reader’s nostalgic impulses for the lost battlefields of Italy’s political left through a 

persistent juxtaposition of the multiple temporal frames at play, the novel does not call 

for a negation of those impulses, but for a critical and imaginative reassessment of that 

longing that can help create the inroads necessary to address more present concerns.  

MEMORIAL RECONSTRUCTIONS: FRANCESCA COMENCINI’S IN FABBRICA  

Francesca Comencini’s documentary In Fabbrica, like Benni’s Saltatempo, 

attempts to reclaim and rearticulate the politics of the left by revisiting another collective 

that sustained its ideals and that has similarly been erased from history.188 While Benni 

conjures the hills and rural towns synonymous with the leftist struggle of the resistance, 

Comencini recalls the steel beams and bolts of Italy’s industrialization. Utilizing archival 

footage drawn from the RAI and Aamod archives that spans the period between the early 

1950s and the present (including oral testimonies drawn from interviews from the 2000s), 

Comencini presents her viewer with a creative reconstruction of postwar Italy’s social 

                                                

188 Francesca Comencini, “In Fabbrica,” Rai.tv, last updated March 31, 2011, 
http://www.rai.tv/dl/RaiTV/programmi/media/ContentItem-92faeafc-2fee-48f1-8e22-1900ccd42f36.html.  
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and economic metamorphosis as experienced by a social class often glossed over by 

history books and other dominant narratives.189 As the RAI itself highlights in their 

presentation of the film, it is the story of a foundational moment of recent Italian history 

narrated by those directly involved: the workers behind the miracle that heralded Italy’s 

resurgence as an international powerhouse.190 It is a fragmented, choral, first person 

account of the aspirations, defeats, hopes, and fears that, although often forgotten in the 

nostalgic re-visitations of the period, helped shape contemporary Italian society. In 

addressing this often-ellipsed experience of a fleeting cultural milieu, Comencini 

articulates the dialectic between forgetfulness and nostalgia that often dominates the 

relationship between the present and the past. The documentary simultaneously disinters 

Italy’s forgotten memory and gives in to a collective nostalgia (tied to a multigenerational 

leftist community rooted in Italy’s classe operaia) at a moment in time in which a 

different future was imaginable. This critical nostalgia draws on the audience’s affective 

response to the rapid succession of interrelated visual entities (many of which may trigger 

the memories of “similar” images viewed in the news at the time in which the events 

were taking place) to critique the current condition of Italy’s working class and to call 

                                                

189 For more information on the Archivio Audiovisivo del movimento operaio e democratico or the 
Audiovisual Archives of the Worker and Democratic movement, see, “Il patrimonio dell’archivio 
audiovisivo,” AAMOD.it, accessed July 22, 2015, http://www.aamod.it/patrimonio. In the description of 
their collections they note that the organization, first known as the Archivio storico audiovisivo del 
movimento operatio (or ASAMO), inherited their film collection from the Italian Communist Party and the 
related Unitelefilm.  
190 Comencini, “In Fabbrica.” 
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into question the teleology advanced by a governing class steeped in the political rhetoric 

of berlusconismo and an aggressive free market economy.  

From the very beginning, the film establishes a connection between the images of 

the past and a present moment in which Italy’s workers are plagued by unsafe working 

conditions, short term contracts, and outsourcing: “Today, we only talk about workers 

when one of them dies,” a voice narrates over the temporally ambiguous images of a 

darkened construction site, “In Italy, three die each day, killed by work conditions outside 

of any norm and deprived of any right. And yet, they have been the bearers of one of the 

greatest stories of life in our country.”191 This introduction, which sets the scene for the 

presentation of the archival images and testimonies that will drive the narrative structure 

of the film, encapsulates a persistent trend regarding the roles given workers in the story 

of Italy’s economic miracle: they are they foundation on which that miracle rests (the 

“bearers” of its weight), but never the true protagonists of its more contemporary 

narrativizations. Although some of Italy’s most emblematic films have featured the classe 

operaia as a central focus —Luchino Visconti’s Rocco e I Suoi Fratelli (1960), Ermanno 

Olmi’s Il Posto (1961) and Lina Wertumüller’s Mimì metallurgico ferito nell’onore 

(1972) immediately come to mind-—such films, as Carlo Carotti and Ruth Ben-Ghiat 

                                                

191 Comencini, In Fabbrica. “Oggi degli operai si parla solo quando muoiono sul lavoro. In Italia ne 
muoiono tre al giorno, uccisi da condizioni di lavoro spesso fuori da ogni regola e prive di qualsiasi diritto . 
E pure gli operai sono stati portatori negli anni di una delle piu grandi storie di vita del nostro paese.” 
Translation mine.  
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have noted, have been relatively few and far between.192 This is especially telling if one 

considers the tremendous impact of the working class, not just on the profitability of 

iconic Italian companies such as Fiat and in the creation of the now much endorsed 

“Made in Italy,” but also the demographic changes made to the peninsula’s principal 

urban centers.193 The Italy of the late 1940s and 1950s is, after all, a period of great 

migrations that transfigured society and of an industrialization that rapidly supplanted 

agriculture as the economic foundation of the country. As scholars of the period such as 

George H. Hildebrand have observed, the period between 1949 and 1954 (due largely to 

the support of the United State’s Marshall Plan and to the unprecedented vigor of the 

Italian industrial complex) saw the gross national income increase by almost 50 per cent 

above prewar levels with industrial production operating 76 percent higher.194 These 

developments were accompanied by the emigration of over 2 million Italians toward 

European and extra-European destinations (beginning in 1948) and the movement of 

approximately 24,800,000 Italians within the continent (between 1955 and 1970).195 

                                                

192 See Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “The Italian Cinema and the Italian Working Class,” International Labor and 
Working-Class History, no. 59 (2001): 36-51; and Carlo Carotti, Alla ricerca del Paradiso: l’operaio nel 
cinema italiano, 1945-1990 (Genoa: Graphos, 1992). See also, Rocco e i suoi fratelli, directed by Luchino 
Visconti (1960; Los Angeles: Connoisseur Video Collection, 1990), VHS; Il posto, directed by Ermanno 
Olmi (1961; Irvington: Criterion Collection, 2003), DVD; and Mimì metallurgico ferito nell’onore, directed 
by Lina Wertmüller (1972; New York: Kino Classics, 2012), DVD.  
193 Ben-Ghiat, “The Italian Cinema and the Italian Working Class,” 36. Ben-Ghiat notes “…it is true that 
Italy has produced relatively few films that center on workers, especially given the historic strength of the 
country’s labor movement and the popularity of the Communist Party.”  
194 George H. Hildebrand, “The Postwar Italian Economy: Achievements, Problems and Prospects,” World 
Politics 8, no. 1 (1955): 50.  
195 Ibid.  
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Although this depiction of an Italy in transition has become a recurrent image in both 

popular broadcasting and statist re-visitations of the period, Comencini's film subverts the 

univocality of this historical narrative by highlighting the spaces between statistical 

analyses and the individual experiences of these developments. If, as Giuliano Garavani 

posits, the importance of the working class and the organization of labor in Italy has been 

largely obfuscated in an academic ambience (and general cultural climate) more 

concerned with the dominant institutional protagonists of the century (government, 

political parties, emblematic captains of industry), this documentary acts upon the shared 

Italian imagination of these events to give voice to a subset of the population often 

depicted as an amorphous mass and to evidence the structures of silence underpinning 

their contemporary and historical representations.196  

The voice-over that opens the film taps into the nostalgic register of the period 

with a statement that embodies more traditional understandings of the place of this event 

in Italy’s belated drive toward modernity: “L’Italia degli anni cinquanta si affida 

all’industria, per voltare pagina, per uscire dal suo lungo e sofferto dopoguerra.”197 This 

notion of a reliance on industry (a conception that helps obscure the unique struggles of 

individual workers, their families, and their communities) is juxtaposed, however, with 

the provocative images of Italian men leaving their homes and families in southern Italy 

                                                

196 Giuliano Garavini, “Lontano dai palazzi: La storia degli operai come storia d’Italia,” Studi Storici 48, 
no. 1 (2007): 277.  
197 Comencini, In Fabbrica. “The Italy of the 1950s relies on industry to turn the page, to come out of its 
long and painful postwar period.” Translation mine.  
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to pursue available employment opportunities. In the scenes that follow, their children, 

wives, mothers, and brethren are given a voice that, despite the temporally distant aura of 

the grainy black and white footage, opens a window on to the past and encourages the 

curiosity of the viewer for those stories that have been erased or archived out of sight. 

Although this particular crop of images is undoubtedly referencing a yearning for Italy’s 

largely defunct agricultural society (the women calling out to their distant love ones 

across the hilltops is strongly reminiscent of the iconic female protagonists of Verga’s I 

Malavoglia and Visconti’s La Terra Trema), the emotional resonance provides a vehicle 

for a larger, more critical analysis of that which has been lost in the historicized passage 

from one era to the next.198 The following scenes provide brief excerpts from personal 

interviews and exposés regarding those men that—as the film aptly describes in a voice 

over that slips seamlessly between two different contributions (one inherently invested in 

a positive interpretation of the factory, the other an emotional, autobiographical account 

of working there)— “become almost invisible as the shower of sparks from the furnaces 

rises higher.”199 

As previously intimated, the film garners much of its affective force from the 

interaction of a variety of rich filmic texts as well as the interplay between diegetic and 

extra diegetic auditory tracks. This creative interaction between images removed from 

                                                

198 Giovanni Verga, I malavoglia (Milan: Feltrinelli, 2004); and La terra trema, directed by Luchino 
Visconti (1948; New York: International Media Films, 2001), DVD.  
199 Comencini, In Fabbrica. “…davanti alle piogge di faville che si fa sempre piu alta, sembrano diventare 
trasparenti.” Translation mine.  
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their original contexts brings the reader from the first years of the miracle through the 

worker movements of the 1960s to a present moment in which the engaged mobilization 

of the working class seems to have given way to isolation and economic hardship that the 

governing classes fail to address successfully. The aesthetic quality of life has changed, 

Comencini’s film suggests, but many of the more negative aspects of the “hard years” of 

the early 1950s (as Ginsborg terms the period) have returned time and again to plague the 

worker and the communities this figure supports.200 In her essay on archive footage and 

documentary practice, Rebecca Swender proposes that the inclusion of archival footage 

into a secondary work strips the individual pieces of text of their juxtapositional 

specificity (the place of the image in “a particular narrative trajectory” or in support of 

“an argumentative truth claim”) while retaining the iconic specificity of the image (“the 

content of the footage and its degree of physical resemblance to a prior reality”).201 This 

allows the film to re-cast the content as evidentiary support (although Brechtian concern 

on the truth-value of the photographic image undoubtedly comes to bear on the material) 

of another, alternative view of the concatenation of events. This process, evident from the 

very beginning of Comencini’s film, aligns it with a larger traditions of the found footage 

documentary and the compilation film—and subsequently the postmodern pastiche at the 

basis of their more modern exemplars— and signals the presence of an underlying 

criticism of extant social and political praxis that goes beyond a pedagogical treatise on 
                                                

200 Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia, 250. 
201 Rebecca Swerden, “Claiming the Found: Archive Footage and Documentary Practice” The Velvet Light 
Trap 64 (2009): 4.  
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the worker in Italian history.202 Like other compilation films (such as those of the 

groundbreaking Russian filmmaker Esfir Shub examined in Stella Bruzzi’s New 

Documentary), which rely almost entirely on the use of newsreels and other analogous 

footage retrieved from well-established archives, Comencini works to both highlight the 

original footage and recontextualize it.203 She mirrors the techniques of directors like 

American documentary filmmaker Emile de Antonio who, as Bruzzi proposes, create a 

“didatic line” that acknowledges the contextual specificity of the footage utilized while 

encouraging the viewer to join them in a critical reassessment of its place in extant 

structures of meaning.204 Although the general provenance of the various segments is 

identified at the very beginning of the film, the clips themselves are not labeled: with the 

exception of the few clues given by the extra-diagetic voice-over, they blend almost 

seamlessly together.205 This ambiguity, which momentarily suspends their identification 

and consequentely involves the viewer in the “rediscovery” of the material, reconnects In 

fabbrica to the narrative practices of the found footage film. In his essay on “Found 

Footage Film as Discursive Metahistory” Michael Zyrd writes:  

                                                

202 The difference between compilation and found footage film has been the object of a significant debate 
among scholars of the documentary film. For the purpose of this dissertation, I will refer to the use of the 
terms made by Jay Leyda, Stella Bruzzi, and Michael Zyrd in which found footage refers to material taken 
from unofficial establishments (private collections, junk shops, refuse, etc…) while compilation films 
utilize footage drawn archives of “official “institutions.  
203 Stella Bruzzi, New Documentary (New York: Routledge, 2006), 27.  
204 Ibid., 29.  
205 In contrast, the voice-over excerpts drawn from other sources (such as those from private diaries or 
letters) are labeled. Certain key public figures, such as Enrico Berlinguer (PCI president) and Bruno Trentin 
(from CGIL), are also identified in the film.  



 120 

Found footage filmmaking is a metahistorical form commenting on the cultural 
discourses and narrative patterns behind history. Whether picking through the 
detritus of the mass mediascape or refinding (through image processing and 
optical printing) the new in the familiar, the found footage artist critically 
investigates the history behind the image, discursively embedded within its 
history of production, circulation, and consumption.206 

 
By engaging with the conventions of both the found footage film and the compilation 

film, Comencini’s documentary reexamines the role of the presented images (which in 

their original context occupy a particular rhetorical position in the narratives of dominant 

political and cultural institutions) in the construction of social and political identities. The 

juxtaposition of images taken from the historical archives of the Italian Communist Party 

to those taken from RAI broadcasts of the period (a network which, as Simona Tobia and 

others have noted, entertained a complicated relationship with the American Economic 

Cooperation Administration or ECA, an entity responsible for the implementation of the 

Marshall Plan), and later those of industrial enterprises such as Fiat, Edisonvolta, and 

Olivetti, helps subvert those visual entities that, as Paola Bonifazio proposes in Schooling 

in Modernity, publicized the notion of “modernization as a means of a life of happiness 

and prosperity” and narrated the “history of Italy’s modernization as an upward trajectory 

of progress.”207 The move toward industry, the film shows, was responsible for both 

greater economic stability but also the dissolution of family ties and the dehumanization 
                                                

206 Michael Zryd, “Found Footage Film as Discursive Metahistory: Craig Baldwin’s Tribulation 99,” The 
Moving Image: The Journal of the Association of Moving Image Archivists 3, no. 2 (2003): 42. Emphasis 
original.  
207 Paola Bonifazio, Schooling in Modernity: The Politics of Sponsored Films in Postwar Italy (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2014), 7. See, Simona Tobia, “Mike, la <<Voce dell’America>>. Riflessioni 
sul contributo dei servizi informativi USA all’americanizzazione della RAI,” in ItaliAmerica: il mondo dei 
media, ed. Emanuela Scarpellini and Jeffrey Thompson Schnapp (Milan: Il Saggiatore, 2012), 35-72.  



 121 

of the individual. It also helps shift the attention of the viewer from the impact of major 

corporations on the reconstruction of Italy to the influence of individuals and their 

communities. Prominent demographical shifts and economic imbalances no longer 

describe abstract phenomena, but people with a voice and a face. Through this process, 

the viewer is encouraged to humanize not just the workers themselves but also, more 

problematically, the strategies and organizations they created in an effort to better the 

material conditions of the working class. In Comencini’s re-articulation of the rise, fall, 

and residual effects of the miracolo economico, Italy’s classe operaia and the political 

movements to which it has given rise —particularly the protests of the 1960s and 

1970s— are not shown in direct opposition to Italy’s economic well-being (as is 

sometimes suggested by right wing political groups that blame unionization for the 

economic crises of the 1970s and 1980s), but as a vital component of its success.  

 The depiction of Italy’s political left represents one of the film’s weakest 

elements. While the director focuses at length on the way in which the unions worked to 

modify power relations within major industries and on the evolution of the factory 

worker as a social and political subject, the relationship between the unions and the 

parliamentary parties of the Italian left is glossed over. The concept of nocività, for 

instance, in which the very conditions of factory work are considered harmful to both the 

individual and the larger community, is viewed solely as an issue of contention between 

worker and corporation. The role of the political left, particularly the unions and the 

Italian Communist party, in the creation of a work ethic that subordinated the 
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psychological and physical well-being of the individual to the success of the whole, is 

largely ignored in the documentary. Throughout the film, the unions, PCI, and 

extraparliamentary groups like Potere Operaio are divested of their cultural, political, and 

temporal specificity.208 Filtering through the film in the form of snippets of political 

banners and hastily viewed newspapers in the corner of the screen, they are presented as 

mere fragments of a uniformed whole and not as discursive threads worthy of greater 

attention. When examining the crises that marked the 1980s (following the automation of 

the conveyor belt and subsequent mass layoffs), for instance, the narrator speaks of a 

crack in “la voce degli operai” (the voice of the workers) without identifying the various 

political entities behind that crack. A discussion of the fissures between workers, the 

unions, and the PCI, their role in the evolution of the New Left, and the complex 

interaction between students and workers during the autunno caldo are all similarly 

absent from the narrative plane.209 While some space is given to the way that factory 

workers’ protest strategies were adopted by other worker groups (namely small business 

owners) in an effort to consolidate group identities and advance a shared political 

platform, no exploration of the evolution of those same strategies in the years of lead is 

                                                

208 Potere operaio was one of the radical left wing political groups active in the late 1960s and 1970s. 
Among its more prominent participants is author Nanni Balestrini whose 1971 novel Vogliamo tutto on the 
working conditions at Fiat is considered one of the canonical works on the period.  
209 On these topics see for example, Crainz, Il paese mancato,321-362; Paul Ginzburg, Storia d’Italia, 404-
468; Donatella della Porta, Social Movements, Political Violence and the State: A Comparative Analysis of 
Italy and Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2006). Although dated, Valdo Spini, “The 
New Left in Italy,” Journal of Contemporary History 7, no. ½ (1972): 51-72 offers a perspective on the 
relationship between New Left and PCI at the time of its development.  
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advanced. Although this speaks to a larger attempt (discussed in chapter four) at 

reclaiming the political agency inherent to certain facets of leftist history that have been 

silenced in right wing discourses on the traumatic legacy of the 1970s, it also accentuates 

a fundamental bias at the foundation of the text that undermines the multivocality of its 

representations. Together, these various elements hark back to the more traditional uses 

of nostalgia as a manipulative strategy that promotes visions of an inexistent past through 

uncritical longing and amnesia.  

Despite these obvious lacunae, and the revisionist depiction of Italy’s political left 

that they advance, the film’s most compelling argument lies in its rearticulation of the 

Italian identity inscribed in the very notion of the working class. The film does not 

promote a depiction of blue collar workers that, through nostalgia, champions the same 

representation of a lost Italian workforce at the foundation of the xenophobic discourses 

advanced by right wing political parties (particularly the Lega Nord and its “Italy for 

Italians” stance). Rather, the film asks its viewers to look back at the multitude of ways 

that the members of a perpetually disenfranchised collective have literally and 

figuratively participated in the “making” of Italy. The immigrants, single mothers, and 

unmarried men that today populate an intrinsically “precarious” workforce (and that the 

director spotlights as the protagonists of the final scenes of the film) can be tied back to 

the hopeful faces of the first RAI documentaries and supported as they work toward the 
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construction of a new future.210 Through the aesthetic and narrative conventions of found 

footage and compilation films, In fabbrica revisits a nostalgically charged site of memory 

that still holds important lessons for contemporary social and political practice. In this 

critical evocation of the “miraculous” years of Italian industry, the viewer finds spaces 

for addressing the very present concerns of an often-invisible subset of the population 

still subject to discrimination, economic instability, and the silencing forces of a social 

context more interested in the product than its producers.  

THE TIES THAT BIND: CRISTINA COMENCINI’S DUE PARTITE 

The cyclical nature of contemporary history and the repetition of socially induced 

traumas can also be traced in the work of another member of the Comencini family. In 

many ways, Cristina Comencini’s play Due partite analyses the other face of the Italian 

miracolo economico, that of the bourgeois families that benefitted most directly from the 

material advantages and increased leisure time that accompanied industrialization and 

modernization.211 As a work that looks more closely at one of the memorial lineages of 

this group, Comencini’s play critically addresses the nostalgic culture that surrounds this 

particular embodiment of the Italian miracle. This two-act show (most notably staged at 

                                                

210 Here I refer to the issue of “precariousness” in which workers are hired for short-term contracts. These 
contracts have been linked to a decrease in economic stability and a general decline in quality of life for the 
workers involved. On the subject see Mario Aldo Toscano, Homo Instabilis: Sociologia della Precarietà 
(Milan: Editoriale Jaca Book, 2007); Enzo Nocifera, “Precarietà del lavoro e crisi nelle moderne forme di 
cittadinanza sociale” Revista Latina de Sociologia 1 (2011): 126-155; and Roberta Cavicchioli and Andrea 
Pietrantoni, “I corpi disponibili dei lavoratori senza progetti,” M@gm@ 9, no. 2 (2011), 
http://www.magma.analisiqualitativa.com/0902/articolo_01.htm.  
211 Cristina Comencini, Due Partite (Feltrinelli: Milan, 2006).  
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Rome’s Teatro Valle) offers its audience a glimpse into the lives of two generations of 

women, four mothers and their daughters, as they attempt to come to grips with the 

pressures, worries, and limitations of the normative paradigms of their respective eras. 

The drama—which for its duration is circumscribed to a single room featuring a card 

table, chairs, and a sofa—begins in the 1960s, ostensibly in the midst of what Crainz has 

defined as the first (if temporary) crisis of Italy’s economic miracle.212 Despite the 

otherwise minimal staging, the spectator’s initial introduction to the play relies on the 

careful reconstruction of the aesthetic markers of the period: the director presents her 

audience with all of the trappings of a 1960s bourgeois sitting room and with four female 

protagonists meticulously clothed in the iconic pastels so central to any mediatic re-

visitation of the period. RAI’s television broadcast of the play also features Patti Pravo’s 

1968 musical hit “La Bambola” being played over the opening credits. These elements of 

material culture, which in Italy’s collective imagination embody the more memorable 

facets of this period, allow the drama to immediately appeal to the nostalgic registers of 

its postmodern spectators. If, as Jameson claims, American nostalgia films (such as 

George Lucas’s American Graffiti) portray the 1950s as the “privileged lost object of 

desire,” Comencini’s Due Partite is tapping into the Italian aesthetic fetishization of the 

1950s and early 1960s still readily observable in programs such as RAI’s Teche Teche 

Tè, in series such as Anni’50 (1998) and Anni ’60 (1999), and in the popularity of “bon 

                                                

212 Guido Crainz, Il paese mancato: Dal miracolo economico agli anni ottanta (Rome: Donzelli editore, 
2005), 3-4.  
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ton” fashion among Italy’s younger generations.213 It is also playing on the expectations 

of an audience accustomed to the peninsula’s longstanding tradition of the melodrama 

(with its theatricality, emphasis on the repressed sexual desires of the Italian housewife 

and focus on the integrity of the family), which came to maturity in the 1950s and to 

which the characters themselves often allude.214 The play, however, does not limit itself 

to conjuring the nostalgia-ridden mementos of this totemic epoch or to what Jameson 

would describe as a “cannibalization of the styles of the past”; rather, it utilizes nostalgia 

as a point of entry into a deeper examination of the mnemonic legacies of this moment, 

particularly with regards to current feminist identity politics. In the play, nostalgia 

provides a space for the articulation of unspoken yet embodied memorial legacies that 

shape the performance of femininity.  

The play begins with Gabriella, Claudia, Sofia and Beatrice as they sit down to 

their weekly card game while their daughters play, unseen, in the next room. Between 

one hand and the next, the women relate their respective troubles, the unease with which 

they carry out their roles as mothers and wives, and their hopes and fears for the future. 

This examination of their present condition (which Sofia suggests is a weekly event) 
                                                

213 Frederic Jameson, Postmodernism, 18. “Teche Teche Tè,” RAI.tv, accessed October 24, 
2014,http://www.rai.tv/dl/RaiTV/programmi/page/Page-c3aedb39-1260-41c1-921d-e864fbf65012.html. 
Anni ’50. Directed by Carlo Vanzina. 1998: Milan: Eagle Pictures, 2005. DVD. Anni ’60. Directed by 
Carlo Vanzina. 1999. Milan: Hobby & Work, 2007. DVD. Teche Teche Tè is a variety show that precedes 
evening programming on RAI 1 and that features 30-minute themed pastiches of clips often drawn from the 
decades in question. “Bon ton” fashion refers to a style of clothing that mimics that of the 1940s, 50s, and 
early 60’s, particularly that of iconic actresses such as Grace Kelly, Audrey Hepburn, and more recently the 
actresses of the popular (now defunct) American television show Gossip Girl.  
214 See Pierre Sorlin, “Popular films or industrial byproduct? The Italian melodramas of the 1950s,” 
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 15, no. 3 (1995): 349-359.  
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stems largely from the knowledge that their daughters (with whom the audience will 

become familiar in the second act) are imitating them in their playacting, much as they 

themselves emulated their mothers both in their games as children and in their lives as 

adults. At the beginning of the play, Beatrice comes onto the stage and describes the 

scene she has witnessed in the next room:  

Sono così carine! Sapete: giocano a essere noi, si sono vestite da donne, con le 
borsette, tutte e tre sedute in circolo, danno le carte, prendono il tè parlano, fanno 
e signore…Come vorrei anche io una bambina! La tua, Gabriella, si è messa i 
tacchi alti e il rosetto, e racconta alle altre due che suo marito non c’è mai e a lei 
tocca fare tutto, che lui è un egoista, e che lei ha sacrificato la sua vita a lui, che 
ha smesso di suonare e si sente sola, così sola….215 
 

Although Beatrice is highly amused by the girls’ games, the others are noticibly taken 

aback: they remark that even as children, the girls feel compelled to imitate a very 

specific vision of femininity. Gabriella, the very object of her daughter’s mimicry, 

declares, “Non se ne esce…”216 As in Diritti’s L’uomo che verrà, the work explicitly 

directs the audience’s attention to the way in which the seemingly innocent games of 

childhood can reflect the more insidious aspects of socialization. Although the women 

agree that it is perfectly normal for their daughters to pretend to be mothers and wives 

and that they themselves played the same games as children, this observation is met with 

                                                

215 Comencini, Due partite, 10.  “They’re so cute! You know: they’re pretending to be us, they’ve dressed 
like grown women, with their little purses, all three of them sitting in a circle, they’re handing out cards, 
drinking tea, they talk, they pretend to be ladies…I would love having a little girl too! Yours, Gabriella, is 
wearing high heels and lipstick, and she’s telling the other two that her husband’s never there and that she 
has to do everything, that he’s selfish, and that she sacrificed her life for him, that she doesn’t play anymore 
an that she feels alone, so alone…” Translation mine.  
 
216 Ibid. “There’s no way out.” Translation mine.  
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a shared realization that— despite their advantages and the seemingly progressive tone of 

the era in which they live— they have repeated their mothers’ experiences and therefore 

share in their unhappiness and dissatisfaction: Sofia is trapped in a loveless marriage and 

a series of unfortunate extramarital trysts, Gabriella has abandoned her passion for music, 

Claudia is unable to confront her cheating husband, and Beatrice is haunted by the 

profound feelings of solitude expressed by her mother. Their feelings of inadequacy, their 

reticence to abandon those relationships that give them a place in the larger social 

structure, and their fears regarding a not-too-distant future in which they too (like their 

mothers) will be cast aside, come to occupy center stage; they repeatedly and abruptly 

interrupt the card game that serves as a mere pretense for the vocalization of otherwise 

socially unacceptable feelings. “Thank goodness there are no men here, that we are 

amongst women,” Gabriella observes as the women share their fantasies of a life away 

from their families, “If someone were to hear us, they’d think that we’re crazy, that we’re 

killers.”  

 The trials of these four women are representative of an inherently transitional 

postwar society that, although supposedly built on the ashes of fascism, maintained 

strong ties to the roles imposed on its denizens during the ventennio. In Italia in 

movimento (2013) Luca Gorgolini examines the often-contradictory social and political 

edicts imposed on the female body during this period. He notes that although youth 

culture (as examined in periodicals such as Tempo and L’espresso) demonstrated a 

marked turn away from the traditional social roles of the previous generation—with a 
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larger percentage of young women (particularly those of the higher economic classes of 

the north) choosing education, professional success, and social autonomy over marriage 

and motherhood— most attempts made at securing greater degrees of agency were met 

by a strong resistance on the part of more conservative individuals and institutions.217 The 

“masculinization” of women, through economic or sexual emancipation, was heralded as 

a troublesome or even dangerous phenomenon: Gorgolini cites a 1958 edition of the 

Rivista di Polizia that remarks at length on the “unnaturalness” of any woman found 

outside the home and thus away from her “essential familial function.”218 Molly 

Tambor’s The Lost Wave (2014), which provides a detailed examination of the political 

careers of the first wave of female parliamentarians in postwar Italy, further highlights 

the way in which women at all levels of social and political life were subject to the 

constraints of heteronormative self-presentation. The success of these first female 

members of Parliament, she proposes, relied on constructing and propagating the notion 

of an ideal, symbolic female citizen that displayed the following characteristics:  

She would be a mother, a worker, a member of political associations and trade 
unions. She would be a participant in building a new democracy and 
reconstructing a dynamic economy and society. She would have dignity and 
individuality, but she would also be the moral pillar of a stable happy family and 
the anchor of a productive community. 219 

 

                                                

217 Luca Gorgolini, L’Italia in movimento: Storia sociale degli anni cinquanta (Milan: Pearson Italia, 
2013), 210.  
218 Ibid., 222.  
219 Molly Tambor, The Lost Wave: Women and Democracy in Postwar Italy (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), 4.  
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The four women of the first act of Comencini’s play— who, at approximately 35 years of 

age, fall within the generation that came to maturity in the 1950s— bear the hallmarks of 

the more repressive elements of this period’s conservative social and political agenda.220 

Their condition is particularly illustrative of the societal backlash that immediately 

accompanied the first instabilities of the economic miracle.  

The impact of this agenda on the present expression of female subjectivities and 

Italian feminist identity politics is explored in the second act when the women’s 

daughters reunite after Beatrice, following in the footsteps of her mother, has committed 

suicide in order to escape an all-consuming silence. In the second act, Cecilia, Rossana, 

Sara, and Giulia (daughters to Claudia, Sofia, Gabriella, and Beatrice respectively) take 

the stage. As with the generation before them, they discuss their relationship issues and 

their shared malaise, as well as the ways in which their mother’s experiences have shaped 

their approach to family life and their professions. Their revelations gesture to the fact 

that although some of the societal expectations regarding women have ostensibly 

changed, many of the pressures, limitations, and even the goals for women have not: for 

example, Rossana and Sara—arguably the more professionally successful members of the 

group—discuss the way in which their occupations (as doctor and concert pianist) often 

come into conflict with their roles as women. Rossana, for instance, describes her 

husband’s reaction to seeing one of her routine interactions with her colleagues at the 

hospital:  
                                                

220 The age of the protagonists is emphasized in the stage directions preceding act one.  
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Una volta Saverio è venuto a trovarmi all’istituto. Non lo sapevo, non l’avevo 
visto arrivare. Parlavo con i colleghi, ci stavamo lasciando le consegne. Poi mi 
sono accorta di lui: mi stava osservando dietro il vetro, gli sono andata incontro. 
Mi ha detto: “Mi ha fatto impressione come parlavi, sembravi un uomo.”221 
 

Sara responds that she has received similar comments from her co-workers: “Anche a me, 

quando suono bene, per farmi un complimento, mi dicono che ho proprio il tocco di un 

uomo!”222 For the two, any movement toward independence or authority underlines a 

lack of femininity that results in feelings of guilt or failure.223 The ideal conception of 

womanhood to which the four women ascribe, the play seems to suggest (echoing 

Diotima’s appeal for the development of female genealogies rooted in the 

acknowledgement of the inherent difference of women), is built not on a genuine 

exchange between women, but on a nostalgic simulacrum perpetuated by enduring 

patriarchal systems. The hope expressed in the first act— that in the future, things for 

women would be different— has given way under the strain of unaddressed structures of 

subjugation.  

                                                

221 Comencini, Due Partite, 74.  “Once, Saverio came to see me at the institute. I didn’t know, I hadn’t 
seen him arrive. I was talking to my colleagues, we were exchanging patient information. Then I realized 
he was there: he was observing me from behind the glass and I went toward him. He told me: ‘The way you 
were talking weirded me out, you looked like a man.’” Translation mine.  
222 Ibid. “They say the same thing to me to compliment me. When I play well, they tell me that I have a 
man’s touch!” Translation mine.  
223  Ibid., 74-75. Sara, for instance, notes that she cannot have a child because her husband would make her 
feel guilty for following her career: “Te li immagini i sensi di colpa: mi aspettano sulla porta in due, ogni 
albergo una telefonata, manda il bacino alla mamma, torna presto, il bambino ti pensa tanto…E dopo devo 
anche suonare, ma come faccio?” “Can you imagine the guilt, both of them waiting at the door, a phone 
call to every hotel, send your mommy a kiss, come back soon, he’s thinking of you all the time…And 
afterwards I have to play too. How could I?” Translation mine.  



 132 

Although the women’s complaints about their love lives often seem to eclipse the 

greater traumas underpinning this drama—for example, the way in which Giulia’s grief 

over her mother’s suicide transitions almost too quickly to her fraught relationship with 

her boyfriend or the way in which Rossana glosses over her mother’s dementia to discuss 

her own struggles with her husband--and, in so doing, recall the “girly films” such as Sex 

and the City critiqued by Hilary Radner, their unhappiness highlights the lack of 

communication between the two generations as well as the incomplete mnemonic 

legacies that Beatrice’s death and Sofia’s Alzheimers represent.224 The women’s 

conversation, which often grants the viewer the daughters’ perspectives on episodes 

described in the first act, reveals how much as been forgotten or erased in the dialogue 

between generations. It also challenges the audience to bear witness to the way in which a 

series of traumas, inscribed in the images and behaviors of one generation, can be 

transmitted to the next as postmemory, as scholars such as Marianne Hirsch and Eva 

Hoffman have suggested.225 By repeating, to some extent, the same grievances uttered 

almost half a century before, they are reenacting the symptoms of a trauma that remains 

unspoken and unaddressed and which is therefore doomed to echo into the future. In the 

play’s closing scene, Sara and Rossana read the letter that Beatrice’s husband had written 

                                                

224 Hilary Radner, Neo-Feminist Cinema: Girly Films, Chick Flicks and Consumer Culture (New York: 
Routledge, 2011).  
225 Marianne Hirsch, “The Generation of Postmemory,” Poetics Today 29, no.1 (2008): 105-106. See also 
Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge: Memory, History, and the Legacy of the Holocaust (New York: 
Public Affairs, 2004).  
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to her as part of their courtship and which she had been unable to share with either her 

friends (in the first act) or her daughter (before her death). This letter, a hand-copied 

excerpt from Rainer Maria Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet (1934), reads:  

Un giorno esisterà la fanciulla e la donna, il cui nome non significherà più 
soltanto un contrapposto al maschile, ma qualcosa per sé, qualcosa per cui non si 
penserà a completamento e confine, ma solo a vita reale: l’umanità femminile. E 
questo progresso trasformerà l’esperienza dell’amore che ora è pieno d’errore, la 
muterà dal fondo, la riplasmerà in una relazione da essere umano, non più da 
maschio a femmina.226 

 
The letter, which gives rise to both Beatrice's and Giulia’s nostalgia for a better, more 

promising past, encapsulates the unfulfilled promise of the fractured, displaced memorial 

lineage of that generation of women caught, historically, between the right to vote and the 

law on divorce. 

Although the relationships between the women offer poignant examples of the 

expressive potentialities of female relationships and of the deep seated need for the 

construction of alternative genealogies that disrupt androcentric systems of signification, 

the resonance of Comencini’s Due Partite is limited to some extent by the very 

background constructed for its eight protagonists. The explicit criticism of rightwing 

nostalgia for this ephemeral moment of prosperity is undermined by the fact that no other 

socioeconomic reality is represented. These women are far removed from their poorer, 

                                                

226 Comencini, Due Partite, 83. One day, there will exist girls and women will whose names will no longer 
mean solely the opposite of the masculine, but something in and of themselves, something that will no 
longer make one think of completion or of limits, but only of real life: the feminine humanity. And this 
progress will transform the experience of love which is now filled with error, it will change it from within, 
it will reconfigure it into a relationship between human beings, no longer one from man to woman. 
Translation mine.  



 134 

less historically visible counterparts. In the transition from past to present, the social and 

economic conditions of the women remain relatively unchanged: the daughters, like their 

mothers, are well-educated, financially stable, and physically attractive. Consequently, 

their dissatisfactions and transgressions appear to stem from their inherent positions of 

privilege. If, as scholars such as Luciano Vasapollo have proposed, the historiography of 

postwar Italy should be recast as an inquiry into the many, diverse Italies that emerge 

during this period, then the play represents but an infinitely small fragment of the larger 

cultural tapestry.  

Despite the inherent limitations of the social context explored, the play 

participates in Comencini’s call for a return of socially and politically engaged works that 

closely mirrors Wu Ming’s disavowal of an ironically detached postmodernismo da 

quattro soldi. In an interview with Flavia Lavosa for Italica, the playwright discusses the 

way in which Italian cinema has evolved since the postwar period and the reticence of 

many novels and films to address the social and political contexts that indubitably shape 

the circumstances of both the characters depicted and the films’ viewers. She notes: 

“Today we can feel the limitations of such choices. We should narrate the lives of people 

and insert them in a historic and geographic context…We need to be more ambitious: 

stories and characters should talk about what happens in our country, and not only, they 

should also talk about what happens in all of Europe.”227 As an active participant in Se 

                                                

227 Flavia Laviosa, “Cristina Comencini: scrittrice, scenografa e regista. Intervista,” Italica 86, no. 3 
(2009): 551.  
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non ora quando (which is currently dedicated to the fight for gender equality) and an 

ideological descendant of the Italian feminist movement (as embodied by figures such as 

the Diotima group and Adriana Cavarero), Comencini transmits this engagement through 

both the subject matter and the rhetorical structure of Due Partite. 228 

The play both evokes elements of collective memory and involves the audience in 

its construction. The aforementioned inclusion of nostalgic emblems of the era, the 

minimal staging, the use of the same four actresses for both acts, and the recurrent 

allusions to other works and genres disrupt a passive viewing experience in order to allow 

the spectator to participate in the construction of meaning. As in Celestini's and 

Cristicchi’s works, Comencini’s play engages many of the tropes of the postmodern 

theater (particularly those of self-reflexivity, temporal conflation, and fragmentation) in 

order to provide a space in which the viewer can reassess the relationship between two 

seemingly disparate moments in time.229 Although the visual link provided by the use of 

the same cast eases the transition from one act to another, the temporal break (which 

occurs just as Beatrice is about to give birth) is not announced—except by a clothing 

change and the sudden appearance of a cell phone— and the viewer must catch up to the 

narrative. As the women talk, they offer hints that reconnect them to the characters of the 

first act, but the spectator is forced to link their stories back to those already heard, to 

discern the differences between the versions, and to establish a connective tissue between 
                                                

228 See Se non ora quando, last updated June 2, 2014, http://www.senonoraquando.eu.  
229 Jeanette Malkin, Memory-Theater and Postmodern Drama (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1999), 17.  
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them. Both episodes represent but a mere fragment of larger narratives that go unheard: 

the space between them is left to the viewer's imagination. In so doing, and in presenting 

the audience with a drama that— like Clare Booth Luce’s 1936 play The Women— 

refrains from depicting the surrounding male universe, Comencini’s Due Partite alerts 

the spectator to an underlying allegoritmo (to use the term advanced by Wu Ming 1 in the 

Memorandum) and to the brimming potential of an era often glossed over by nostalgic 

renderings.230 

THE INTRIGUES OF NOSTALGIA: WU MING’S 54 

Wu Ming’s novel 54, published in 2002, is similarly concerned with the nostalgic 

elements that govern contemporary depictions of the 1950s.231 If Comencini’s Due 

partite remains tightly focused on the upper-middle class sitting room, however, 54 

incites its readers to examine Italy as part of a larger context. Following the principal 

characters as they navigate the various strata of the postwar social, political, and 

economic reality, 54 examines an Italy in the throes of the miracolo economico, as it 

attempts to redefine its place on the international stage. One of two novels written on this 

period by this collective authorship (the other being Asce di Guerra, published in 2000), 

54 heavily indulges the nostalgic register of its ideal reader while simultaneously 

encouraging that reader to look more closely at the way in which the various objects of 

                                                

230 Clare Booth Luce, The Women: A Play (New York: Random House, 1937).  
231 Wu Ming, 54 (Turin: Giulio Einuadi, 2002), e-book.  
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nostalgia trace back to structures of economic and political power. Unlike the collective’s 

earlier novel (which, like the works discussed in the previous chapter, engages with 

postmodern archival practices and oral historiography in its disinterment of lost 

narratives of postwar partisanship), their 2002 novel engages directly with the period’s 

more iconic elements and thus with the memorial capital more readily accessible to the 

general readership. If, in Asce di Guerra, the narrator denounces the political uses of 

memory that have produced a “flat, distant and distorted” view of the 1950s in order to 

create a “postcard” worthy depiction of Italy, then 54’s narrators attempt to use that 

postcard as an entry point for a deeper examination of the period’s more insidious 

legacies.232 From its very incipit, the novel presents itself as a zany spy story bringing 

together the debonair Cary Grant (actor turned spy for Her Majesty’s Secret Service), a 

young, superficial man named Robespierre on a quest to find his father in Yugoslavia, 

and the gangster Steve Cemento, a ruthless henchmen bent on wrestling part of the 

emergent cocaine traffic from his boss Lucky Luciano. This interwoven tale, rich as it is 

with allusions to other literary and filmic texts and to the collective’s previous work, 

serves as a veritable testing ground for many of the practices later elucidated in Wu Ming 

1’s “Memorandum.” The creation of an uchronic space, the use of an oblique perspective, 

the presence of an underlying allegoritmo, an overarching epic tone, and the convergence 

of tropes from various genres work together to produce a memory text that resists a 

                                                

232 Vitagliano Ravagli and Wu Ming, Asce di Guerra, 2nd ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2005), 22.  
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passive consumption on the part of its readers. Steeped in critical nostalgia, 54 invites its 

readers not to indulge in an evanescent recreation of the works’ titular year, but to 

reexamine the relationship between that growingly remote moment of recent history and 

the present.  

As in Asce di Guerra, 54 opens with a call to arms. Building on the first novel’s 

assertion that some stories are “hatchets that need to be unburied,” the latter calls into 

question the very semantics shaping contemporary understandings of the postwar.233 It 

begins with the following preface:  

Non c'è nessun «dopoguerra». 
Gli stolti chiamavano «pace» il semplice allontanarsi del fronte. 
Gli stolti difendevano la pace sostenendo il braccio armato del denaro. 
Oltre la prima duna gli scontri proseguivano. Zanne di animali chimerici 
affondate nelle carni, il Cielo pieno d'acciaio e fumi, intere culture estirpate dalla 
Terra. 
Gli stolti combattevano i nemici di oggi foraggiando quelli di domani. 
Gli stolti gonfiavano il petto, parlavano di «libertà», «democrazia», «qui da noi», 
mangiando i frutti di razzie e saccheggi. 
Difendevano la civiltà da ombre cinesi di dinosauri. 
Difendevano il pianeta da simulacri di asteroidi. 
Difendevano l'ombra cinese di una civiltà. 
Difendevano un simulacro di pianeta.

234
 

 
From the very first line of this excerpt, the narrator disavows the very notion of the 

postwar as a period of renewal or development unconnected to the strategies of 
                                                

233 Ibid., 5.  
234 Wu Ming, 54, preface. “There is no postwar./Idiots called the simple distancing of the front ‘peace.’ / 
Idiots defended the peace by sustaining the armed branch of money./Beyond the dune, the fight continued. 
The fangs of chimerical animals sunk into flesh, the heavens were filled with steel and smoke, entire 
cultures were eradicated from the earth./ Idiots fought the enemies of today while bankrolling those of 
tomorrow. Idiots puffed up their chests, they spoke of ‘liberty,’ ‘democracy,’ ‘here with us,’ while eating 
the fruits of raids and plunders./ They defended civilization from the Chinese shadows of dinosaurs./They 
defended the planet from the simulacra of asteroids./They defended the Chinese shadow of a 
civilization./They defended a simulacrum of a planet.” Translation mine.  
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subjugation and violence experienced under Fascist rule. As in the other works discussed 

in this chapter, this preface gives voice to an enduring sentiment that the illusion of peace 

that dominated the years of the boom—an illusion still sustained by right wing 

figureheads— served to hide not just the persistence of political and economic hierarchies 

tied to Fascism and the war, but also the emergence of other power structures—such 

organized crime and capitalist industries— that would come to occupy a central role in 

the administration of daily life. This stance is echoed, albeit in an almost humorous key, 

throughout the novel by the small band of former partisans that congregates at Bar 

Aurora in Bologna. This group, strongly reminiscent of that at the core of Benni’s novel, 

is composed of cantankerous, older working class men who argue about everything from 

the weather to contemporary politics. As they debate the issues of the day, they also give 

voice to a longing for a time in which change seemed possible. Despite the fact that their 

conversations about the past often point out continuities between the ventennio and 1954, 

the narrator (who in these sections appears to position himself as an anonymous patron of 

an intermediate generation closer to that of Nicola Capponi, the barman) dismisses these 

observations as preoccupations for the old.235 In the microcosm of the Bar Aurora, in fact, 

this tableaux vivant, a vestige of a quickly fading social milieu, seems to function solely 

in juxtaposition to the younger generation that filters through the scene, stopping for a 

drink on their way to the city’s more popular nightclubs and entertainment venues.236 

                                                

235 Ibid., under “Prima Parte-Capitolo 2.”  
236 Ibid. 
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These young men, led by Nicola’s brother Robespierre, enter the scene dressed like 

“American film stars” and, unlike the older patrons, have nothing to say.237 Their silence 

and disinterest, symptoms of their investment in the period’s commodity culture, marks a 

break in memorial communities that can be easily traced back to a communicative failure 

between generations.  

 Robespierre and the other young patrons of the Bar Aurora offer the reader an 

entry point into the generation that came to maturity during the miracolo economico. In 

particular, Robespierre (or Pierre as he calls himself ) quickly emerges as the central hero 

of the novel with his coming of age tale—a tale explicitly reminiscent of that of 

Telemachus in the Odyssey—uniting the various narrative threads that shape the work. 

An accomplished dancer who mimics the iconic expressions of his favorite actors (among 

them Cary Grant’s smirk), Pierre navigates the ambiguous space between the poverty of a 

lower working class still excluded from the miracolo and the unprecedented freedom of a 

youth culture endowed with leisure time. His emergence from among the other characters 

of the text relies on his resonance with the nostalgic registers of the period; he is, in many 

ways, the embodiment of that generation for whom the war was a vague memory and for 

whom the future held the promise of self-actualization and social mobility. Throughout 

the better part of the novel, Pierre is depicted as a vacuous figure who bases much of his 

personality on the media that he and his friends consume. His daily interactions, 

including his relationship with a married woman (explored in greater detail below), are 
                                                

237 Ibid.  
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expressed through references to the literary and cinematic works of the period. In 

addition to dressing like American film stars, he and his friends also act as if they are part 

of the cinematic universe: their tenuous social standing is based almost entirely on their 

ability to reproduce the aesthetic markers of Hollywood glamour. In one particularly 

provocative scene, Pierre trips while performing a dance routine at a local nightclub and 

this failure is met with unsettling scorn and concern. In this moment, the world in which 

they live reveals itself as an ephemeral simulacrum of an inexistent cinematic reality that 

exerts little pressure on the underlying structures of power. When Pierre decides to find 

his father, who for the last decade has been living as a political outcast in Yugoslavia, he 

does so in response to the disparaging remarks made on his character by his brother and 

the other characters with whom he interacts. These characters, many of whom are imbued 

with the mythic aura of the resistance, challenge Pierre’s wavering political allegiance 

and his very ability to achieve such a quest.  

 In a novel shaped by the nostalgic emblems of the 1950s, Pierre’s journey is also 

inherently nostalgic. In hoping to find his father, Pierre also hopes to rediscover a family 

structure that will help provide him with the stability necessary to move forward. When 

he finally does discover his father’s whereabouts, he is met with a figure who has lost the 

political drive that had marked his decision to remain in Yugoslavia to fight for the 

realization of a communist utopia. Disillusioned and weary with grief, this figure greets 

Pierre not as a son, but as a fellow human being to whom he can offer no guidance. Pierre 

consequently returns to Bologna with a more realistic understanding of his father that no 
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longer indulges the nostalgic longings of his youth. The spell of the myths of the past and 

the glimmer of the present breaks to reveal a complex social, political, and economic 

reality that escapes the confines of the genre films and canonical literary texts that shaped 

his previous interaction with the outside world. By the end of the novel, his growing 

understanding of that reality distances him from his peers and he begins to search for a 

means of developing a social and political agency that will allow him to make a 

difference. Although the novel treats this decision somewhat skeptically, his disavowal of 

the superficiality of his previous existence (with his passive adherence to representational 

schemas of simulacra) is shown as the only means of breaking the inertness of consumer 

culture and of discovering new spaces for action.  

As I mentioned above, this journey also brings into contact the various narrative 

entities shaping the larger structure of the novel. Through Pierre’s failed epic quest, the 

reader is granted a few brief glimpses into the way the stories overlap. Carey Grant’s 

secret mission for the British government and Lucky Luciano’s entry into Naples’s heroin 

trade, two narratives with connections —as scholar Sandra Waters observes— to 

documented historical truth, come together through Pierre’s hapless attempts to bring his 

quest to fruition.238 While Pierre’s tale reads as a fictional account that strives to 

implicate the reader in its verisimilar recreation of the past, the stories of these two 

characters play with the ideal reader’s distinction between reality and artifice. The 

                                                

238 Sandra Waters, “Luther Blissett and Wu Ming: The End of History?” Forum Italicum 49, no. 1 (2015): 
60.  
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audience meets Carey Grant (born Archie Leach) as he attempts to mitigate his ennui by 

agreeing to film a secret propaganda film on the life of Josip Broz Tito, Yugoslavian 

dictator and former guerrilla leader. Although this attempt ultimately fails and Grant 

returns to Hollywood to film Alfred Hitchock’s To Catch a Thief (1955), the meeting 

between Carey Grant and Tito (a tightly crafted plotline that pays homage to, while 

simultaneously poking fun at, the immediately recognizable universe of James Bond), 

offers the reader a seductive portrait of the self-fashioning processes shared by 

Hollywood stars and politicians.239 While making fun of the fastidious Bond portrayed in 

Ian Fleming’s Casino Royale (1953), Grant also reveals an almost obsessive interest in 

the aesthetic markers that transform him from British born variety star Archie Leach into 

American film star Carey Grant.240 Curating his personal appearance to the point of 

chastising his decoy for wearing the wrong tie while impersonating him, Carey Grant 

meditates on the importance of generating a commercially and socially viable persona in 

a period in which commodity culture is coming into its own. During his meeting with 

Tito, this preoccupation with appearance is revealed as a shared characteristic uniting the 

two iconic historical figures. The injection of Carey Grant into the narrative serves the 

double purpose of revisiting, albeit in a playful key, the way that political identities often 

rely on the same aesthetic codes as those used in popular culture and the way in which 

British and American governments sought to control the spread of communism and the 
                                                

239 To Catch a Thief, directed by Alfred Hitchcock (1954; Hollywood: Paramount, 2002), DVD.   

240  Ian Fleming, Casino Royale (London: J. Cape, 1953).  
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dissemination of capitalist structures of interpretation in the postwar through the use of 

media images. In a contemporary context dominated by the political figure of Silvio 

Berlusconi, Grant’s characterization encourages the reader to examine the construction of 

his and other politician’s personas a little more closely. A closer examination, the novel 

seems to suggest, may reveal not just the inconsistencies in the politicians’ self-

presentation, but also the subtle machinations at play in the creation of a carefully 

constructed social and political rhetoric. The concentration on the role of the media in the 

implementation of transnational political agendas is further reinforced by the introduction 

of the narrative’s most unusual narrator and carrier of the so-called sguardo obliquo: a 

1953 American produced McGuffin television on a mission from the president—whether 

of the United States or the company is purposely unclear— to bring the “new word” from 

the western world to the farthest reaches of the planet.241 This character, through whose 

“eyes” the reader witnesses the fundamental incongruence between the extensive poverty 

of the lower classes of Neapolitan society and a consumer culture predicated on excess, 

                                                

241 Wu Ming, 54, under “Prima Parte-Capitolo 43.” “McGuffin explains his mission in the following 
excerpt: Cosa diceva sempre il presidente ai suoi uomini? ‘Sulle ali dei nostri prodotti e del progresso della 
tecnica i confini saranno annullati: Sarete a Casa Vostra in Tutto il Mondo!’…Si sentiva un pioniere. La 
rotta dei Padri pellegrini percorsa a ritroso per dispensare un nuovo Verbo, mostrare la nuova meraviglia. 
Rischiare un po' della propria incolumità per le mani incaute di quattro trogloditi era il minimo per una 
partita cosí importante. 
Diceva bene il presidente: ‘Quando andrete in giro per il mondo siate orgogliosi di essere occidentali. 
Portate fieri il messaggio del vostro paese. Troverete il vostro posto.’ 
Era un McGuffin. Aveva una missione.” This excerpt translates as follows: “What did the president always 
tell his men? ‘Borders will be annulled on the wings of our products and on those progress: You’ll be at 
home anywhere in the world!’ … He felt like a pioneer. He was going back over the footsteps of pilgrim 
forefathers to distribute a new word, to show new wonders. Risking his safety at the incautious hands of a 
couple of troglodytes was the least he could do for such an important game. The president said it best, 
‘When you go around the world you should be proud of being westerners. Carry the message of your 
country fairly. You will find your place.’ He was a McGuffin. He had a mission.” Translation mine 
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plays on the anthropomorphization of technology that has marked the revolutionary 

advances in information technologies since the early 1990s. While the novel’s publication 

somewhat precedes the current fervor with which technology has become the primary 

mediator of interpersonal exchange, it speaks to this shift in social practice. By recalling 

the very origins of present commodity culture, 54’s narrator pushes his reader to disrupt, 

even if only momentarily, his passive consumption of media products; by focusing on the 

exploits of an intrepid television set and by bringing back the nostalgically ridden on-

screen persona of Carey Grant, the narrator reminds his readers of the role that even the 

most innocuous or familiar images can play in the promotion of social and political 

discourses.  

While Carey Grant is perhaps the most captivating persona “borrowed” from 

history, the inclusion of Lucky Luciano (and his duplicitous colleague Steve Cemento, 

whom Pierre meets during his return to Bologna) in the narrative alerts the reader to 

another memorial legacy often ignored in mainstream representations of the period. 

When discussing previous works, I have remarked on the aura of innocence and 

prosperity that often distinguishes shared memories of the period. In 54, this innocence is 

juxtaposed, rather dramatically, to the resurgence of organized crime in Italy. Drawing on 

the imaginative capital of the Italian American gangster as well as the historical exploits 

of Lucky Luciano, the novel encourages its readers to contemplate the “underbelly” of 

greater economic prosperity. The long-standing influence of the drug trade and the 

criminal organizations it supports is placed in greater relief. This helps disrupt those 
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statist narratives that associate the rise of organized crime and drug use with the social 

and political unrest of the late 1960s by suggesting that the roots of this phenomenon may 

and should be traced further back. It also confronts the notion—advanced most famously 

by Berlusconi in relation to Roberto Saviano’s Gomorra (2006)—that the pervasiveness 

of organized crime has been blown out of proportion by artists, journalists, and scholars 

who have capitalized on the subject; the tongue in cheek depiction of Steve Cemento’s 

attempts to wrestle away a part of Lucky Luciano’s empire suggests instead that this 

problem is part of an unacknowledged structure of power endemic to Italian society.242 

Although 54 creates a compelling depiction of the 1950s that touches upon a 

number of the disparate social and political realities that made up the Italian experience 

of this transitional decade, it, like many of Wu Ming’s other works (particularly Asce di 

guerra), fails to truly provide a space for female voices. In a narrative universe heavily 

populated by men—many of whom are actively involved—as I noted above— in the 

personal quests that give this novel its “epic” quality— the reader is provided with insight 

into the life of a single female character. Despite this glaring omission and the limited 

space afforded her in the novel, this character’s point of view (presented to the reader 

through the novel’s third person narrator) offers a compelling point of departure for a 

larger reassessment not just of the lives of women during this period, but also those of the 

                                                

242 See “’La Mafia italiana famosa per Gomorra.’ Il premier: ‘sarebbe la sesta al mondo, ma fiction e 
letteratura sono state un supporto promozionale,’” Corriere della Sera.it, April 16 2010, last modified April 
17, 2010, accessed July 14, 2015, http://www.corriere.it/politica/10_aprile_16/berlusconi-mafia-famosa-
colpa-di-gomorra_62d92572-4948-11df-af35-00144f02aabe.shtml?refresh_ce-cp. Roberto Saviano, 
Gomorra (Milan: Mondadori, 2006).  
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marginalized poor and mentally ill. If Due Partite focuses predominantly on the hollow 

grandeur of the bourgeois sitting room, 54 offers a glimpse (albeit a small one) into the 

privations that marked life outside it. Through Pierre, his brother Nicola, and the other 

patrons of Bar Aurora, the reader comes to know the story of Angela and her brother 

Ferruccio. Although the novel remarks at length on her role as Pierre’s lover and as the 

wife of esteemed community leader Odoacre, the narrator simultaneously reveals that 

many of the Angela’s decisions stem from an inherently precarious social and economic 

position. Not only is Angela herself, as an orphan from the lower working class, entirely 

reliant on her husband for financial security, but her brother, a young man who suffers 

from bouts of paranoia and violence, also owes his well-being to Odoacre due to the 

latter’s position as doctor in a recovery center of the area. Beneath the intrigue and 

“melodrama” that characterize Angela’s relationships with Odoacre and Pierre, the 

narrator reveals the often-unacknowledged fragility and precariousness of those who 

lived at the margins of the prosperous boom economico.243 The narrator contextualizes 

her marriage to Odoacre in the following passage:  

Aveva dei bei modi, Odoacre. Un trentottenne distinto e ancora scapolo. Angela 
era una bella ragazza in miseria. Lui aveva cominciato a farle la corte, finché non 
s'erano fidanzati e sposati nel '48, poco prima delle elezioni. Nella casa di via 
Castiglione, avevano sistemato il povero Ferruccio in una cameretta al 
pianterreno. Ma a Ferruccio Odoacre non piaceva, gli rispondeva male, gli teneva 
il muso, a volte dava in escandescenze, diceva che era «un delinquente» e solo 
perché aveva i soldi pensava di approfittarsi di sua sorella. Odoacre non perdeva 
mai la pazienza, cercava di ragionare, di far calmare il cognato, e a volte ci 

                                                

243 The use of the term melodrama here is a deliberate reference to the melodrammi (previously mentioned 
in the context of Due Partite) to which Angela’s tryst overtly gestures.  
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riusciva, ma Angela era presa da terribili momenti di sconforto. Prima che 
impazzisse anche lei, Odoacre aveva fatto ricoverare Ferruccio a Villa Azzurra, 
dalle parti di S. Lazzaro, e da quel giorno se n'era preso cura lui.

244
 

 
The clichéd tale of the poor, but beautiful girl rescued from misery by a distinguished 

bachelor—a story strongly reminiscent of those found in both novels traditionally 

marketed toward women and the fotoromanzi of the period— is undercut by the 

reiteration of Ferruccio’s mental illness. In keeping with the long-standing trope of fools 

and madmen as the heralds of uncomfortable truths, Ferruccio highlights the way in 

which Odacre and Angela’s marriage is fundamentally an exchange of goods predicated 

on her unstable economic status.245 While Pierre also remarks on the fact that Angela 

stays with Odoacre for her brother and for the status he gives her in the eyes of the 

community, in his jealousy he dismisses these factors as trivial when compared to their 

passionate love affair. Angela, however, remarks on the naïveté with which Pierre 

assesses both her marriage and their prospects should she leave her husband. Her anxiety 

in meeting with him secretly, a element which Pierre and his friends joke about in the 

beginning of the novel, is part of a larger structure of self-surveillance tied to the 

                                                

244 Wu Ming, 54, under “Prima Parte- Capitolo 20.”  “Odoacre had nice manners. A distinguished thirty-
eight year and still a bachelor. Angela was a beautiful girl who lived in misery. He had started courting her, 
until they got engaged and married in ’48, a little before the elections. In the house at Via Castiglione, they 
had put poor Ferruccio in a small room on the ground floor. But Ferruccio didn’t like Odoacre, he talked 
back, held a grudge against him, sometimes he would go into a fury, he said he was “a deliquent” and just 
because he had money, he thought he could take advantage of his sister. Odoacre never lost his patience, 
tried to reason with him, to calm his brother-in-law down, and sometimes he was able to, but Angela 
experienced terrible moments of unease. Before she too went crazy, Odoacre had Ferruccio admitted to 
Villa Azzura, near Saint Lazzaro, and from that day onwards he had taken care of him.” Translation mine.  
245 This element of the narrative is reinforced when Ferruccio’s death is perceived by Angela as a means of 
freeing herself from Odoacre.  
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knowledge that her agency in postwar Italy is contingent not only on securing Odoacre’s 

financial support, but on being perceived as moral and acceptable by the larger social 

context.  

 The connections drawn between acceptable feminine behavior and mental illness 

throughout the novel (an element that I also discuss in my analysis of La meglio gioventù 

in Chapter Three) help remind the reader of how strongly restrictive this now-

fetishishized conception of femininity was for those experienced it directly. In addition to 

strongly curtailing her sexuality, the social norms defining femininity also extend to other 

expressions of authority. Although Angela is arguably the head of her nuclear family 

unit, she is unable to express that authority in the public realm. When Ferruccio is 

committed to an asylum and subjected to dehumanizing treatments (in a narrative past 

preceding her marriage to Odoacre), her anger is viewed as deviant and Odoacre has to 

intervene in order to have Ferruccio transferred to a more humane facility:  

Angela non amava troppo Villa Azzurra, ma almeno non era un manicomio. 
Dopo la guerra, i primi mesi del '48, Ferruccio era stato ricoverato due settimane 
in ospedale psichiatrico. Il ricordo di quel posto le dava ancora i brividi. Urla, 
corpi rattrappiti in posizioni assurde, laghi di piscia sul pavimento, odori da 
rovesciare lo stomaco. Finché un giorno non era entrata nella camera del fratello 
e l'aveva trovato bloccato nel letto con le cinghie. C'erano voluti tre inservienti 
per riuscire a trattenerla e impedirle di slegarlo. Ancora un po' e internavano 
anche lei, non la smetteva piú di piangere e gridare. Il giorno successivo aveva 
convinto il fidanzato, Odoacre, a firmare l'assunzione di responsabilità. Ferruccio 
era tornato a casa.

246
 

                                                

246 Wu Ming, 54, under “Prima Parte- Capitolo 10.” “Angela didn’t like Villa Azzura too much, but at least 
it wasn’t an asylum. After the war, the first few months of ’48, Ferruccio had been admitted to a psychiatric 
hospital. The memory of that place still gave her the shivers. Yells, withered bodies in absurd positions, 
lakes of piss on the floor, smells that made your stomach turn. Until one day, she went into her brother’s 
room and found her tied to the bed with straps. It had taken three orderlies to hold her and stop her from 
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The very notion that she too could be committed for protesting the conditions of the 

facility echo Gabriella’s assertion that any expression of unhappiness or anger is viewed, 

in this inherently patriarchal context, as the expression of a dangerous instability. This 

passage thus opens not just Italy’s enduringly problematic history with mental illness to 

the renewed inquiry of the reader, but also prompts that reader to look more closely at the 

ways that feminine agency is controlled through the implementation of normative 

paradigms.247 

  In an article dedicated to Wu Ming’s Manituana (2007), Emanuela Piga 

describes the way that the novel combines a “metahistorical imagination” and a 

“multiperspective narrating technique” to recount “the ‘otherness’ of other historical 

times and spaces.”248 Building on Boscolo’s article on the mythopoetic currents of Wu 

Ming’s larger body of works, Piga argues that the use of these narrative strategies 

facilitates a retelling of the past that can engender the creation of new myths to find 

alternative ways of speaking about violence and trauma. Although she does not 

specifically address Wu Ming’s 54, I believe that her analysis of these techniques can be 

                                                                                                                                            

untying him. A little more and they would commit her too, she wouldn’t stop crying and yelling. The day 
afterward she had convinced her boyfriend Odoacre to sign the forms accepting responsibility and 
Ferruccio came back home.” Translation Mine.  
247 It is worth noting that Angela’s description of the institution, while faithful to historiographic 
descriptions on the conditions of mental health centers before the reforms of the 1970s (described in greater 
detail in the following chapters), also works to appeal to shared memories of Psychiatric hospitals as 
developed through an encounter with the visual repertoire of films and novels on the subject.  
248 Emanuela Piga, “Metahistory, Microhistories and mythopoeia in Wu Ming,” Journal of Romance 
Studies 10, no. 1 (2010): 53.  
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applied to the novel I discuss in this chapter. Like Manituana, 54 features a wide range of 

characters that together endow the work with a fragmented and multivocal perspective. 

This perspective, a unique blend of fiction and history, pushes the reader to explore how 

structures of violence underwrite the nostalgic depictions that have come to dominate 

social and political discourses on the 1950s. The work’s metahistorical imagination— 

articulated through the convergence of seemingly unrelated events that, over the course 

of the novel, reveal a common source in the dominant social, political, and economic 

institutions of the period — helps reveal the novel’s concealed allegoritmo. The nostalgic 

trappings of 1954 subsequently become a lens for critically reassessing the enduring 

memorial legacies of this historical epoch.  

In dissecting the emblematic edifices, products, and figures of the postwar period 

to reveal a complex reality that often subverts its dominant depictions, the works 

explored above challenge a general political climate that promotes sanitized 

understandings of recent Italian history. They lead the viewer through the factories, 

towns, and sitting rooms of the period to demonstrate those truths easily ignored in a 

purely aesthetic appreciation of a given moment. They also question the way in which the 

adoption of the visual markers of an era and an uncritical imitation of its behaviors can 

result can in the embodiment of restrictive and silencing codes of conduct. Their accounts 

do not discount an affective connection to the emblems of the preceding generations, but 

they do call for a better understanding of the relationship between past signifiers and 

more contemporary structures of signification.  
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In an interview with Giovanna Taviani and Daniele Vicari, Francesca Comencini 

describes her view on the role of nostalgia in current artistic practice:  

Dobbiamo guardare in faccia la realtà. Niente più ci consente di fare finta, di 
coltivare la nostalgia, di pensare le cose in modo estetico o estetizzante…. Parlo 
di nostalgia, perché credo sia un tema importante, un rovello, un’ossessione che 
per molti anni, in un certo modo, ha impedito di affrontare la realtà e ci ha spinto 
a pensare che le cose riguardassero gli altri e non noi; che ci sarebbe sempre stato 
un altrove, un ritorno, un altro paese che ci custodiva e che bastava riconoscere, 
attraverso i libri, la cultura, la poesia, per poter essere salvi. Questo rovello della 
nostalgia credo sia iniziato negli anni Settanta per cedere a partire dagli anni No- 
vanta. E, tutto sommato, credo sia stato un bene. 249 
 

Although Comencini’s distrust of nostalgia seemingly contradicts the thesis advanced in 

this chapter, I believe that the nostalgic impulse she criticizes is the very same vilified by 

Frederic Jameson and others. As in her play, the author takes issue with a sentimental 

vision of the past that relies wholly on a pastiche of commodified images and which 

thefore encourages the viewer to consume representations of given events without 

investigating their relation to the present more closely.  In the above contribution, as in 

the works analyzed in this chapter, there is pronounced attempt to engage the realities of 

human experience and to foster an environment that acknowledges the reciprocal 

connection between disparate historical moments. If, as Lowenthal has aptly described, 

the past has become a foreign country, Saltatempo, In Fabbrica, Due Partite and 54 
                                                

249 Giovanna Taviani e Daniele Vicari, eds., “La realtà torna al cinema. Sette Interviste a registi e 
sceneggiatori italiani,” Allegoria 57 (2008), 58. “We need to look reality in the face. We aren’t allowed to 
pretend anymore, to cultivate nostalgia and to think about things from an aesthetic or aestheticizing point of 
view…I’m talking about nostalgia because I think that it is an important theme, a knot, an obsession that 
has for many years, in a way, kept us from confronting reality and that pushed us to think that problems 
belonged to other and not to us; that here would always be another place, a return, another country that kept 
us safe and that we just had to recognize through books, culture, poetry, in order to save ourselves. Thisd 
knot of nostalgia began in the 1970s and started to fail beginning in the 1990s. And all things considered, I 
think that was good.” Translation mine.  
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encourage their readers to familiarize themselves with that country and to understand 

their own context a little more clearly.
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Chapter Three 

Renegotiating the Formidable: Nostalgia, the Forgotten, and il Sessantotto 

Of all the events of the twentieth century, few have accrued the cultural capital of the 

revolutionary movements of the 1960s in Europe and the United States. This 

transnational moment of protest— often evoked by the year 1968, in which its fervor in 

countries like the United States, Italy, and particularly France reached an all time peak— 

is frequently designated as a political, social, and economic turning point. If, as I argued 

in the previous chapter, the economic prosperity of the 1950s and early 1960s is often 

heralded by the right as a moral and economic bastion worth recapturing, and by the left 

as a moment in which philofascist institutions and figureheads secured their place in the 

postwar, then 1968 (or il sessantotto as it is known in Italy) is the event that placed 

everything in flux. The movement, which ostensibly began in the mid 1960s as an 

attempt by students to elicit changes in the university system and which later joined with 

endeavors on the part of the working class to secure better working conditions in 

emerging Italian industries, lobbed criticism at social, cultural, and political institutions 

rooted in archaic and consumerist systems of signification.250 Calling for a general 

disavowal of extant educational, familial, and political hierarchies, large groups of 

                                                

250 Crainz, Il paese mancato, 322.  
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students in Italy’s major university cities (most notably Turin, Rome, and Milan) rallied 

in the streets and occupied school buildings in protest. As Bruno Bonomo writes  

In those years, students, workers, women and ‘ordinary’ people in a variety of 
sectors began to speak out and speak for themselves, and developed new forms of 
commitment ‘starting from oneself,’ which meant questioning the traditional 
boundaries between politics and everyday life, and refusing the established 
systems of representation and delegation in the name of participation and direct 
democracy.251 
 

Despite the inherent failings of the movement and the climate of terror that would closely 

follow it, the protests upset the complacency that had marked the Italian peninsula since 

the miracolo economico and laid the foundation for significant reforms in the 1970s.  

As a moment that brought pre- and post-war structures into question, its legacy 

can still be discerned in the present. Not only have later generations often utilized its 

aesthetic codes (in clothing, music, art, and so on) to signal their dissent or “otherness” 

with regard to dominant governing bodies, but the strategies and tools of this general 

climate of protest surface time and again in the political rhetoric of left and right wing 

collectives. In her introduction to Memories of 1968: An International Perspective, Sarah 

Waters asserts that, while some political realities may circumscribe these movements to 

the domain of a distant and innocuous historical bygone era, for many they are still very 

much part of the recent past: 

It is the cherished or reviled object of memory, hotly contested by people who 
have living memories of or a vested interest in the era. Some feel that its utopian 

                                                

251 Bruno Bonomo, “Presa della parola: A review and discussion of oral history and the Italian 1968,” 
Memory Studies 6, no. 7(2013): 8. 
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promise has not been fulfilled, while others believe that one must get rid of the 
utopian ideas to return to moral certainties that existed before.252 
 

Although the event is heavily contested among the members of the generations that 

experienced it directly, many of whom now occupy positions of influence in familial, 

social, and political institutions, it also features prominently in the self-fashioning of 

younger individuals and collectives; the anti-globalization protests that take place at 

international power summit meetings and the recent manifestations in the United States 

against racial and economic inequality are two poignant examples. In Italy, where— as 

Gerd-Rainer Horn and Ginsborg have observed— ‘68 was less politically impactful than 

the French May, but had deeper and more lasting social implications, this formative 

moment of recent history emerges time and again in the articulation of current social and 

political identities.253 One need only think of Roman Mayor Ignazio Marino’s unsolicited 

claims of having participated in ‘68 (and ensuing criticisms) or of L’Opinione’s vehement 

indictment of the “nasty teacher, veteran of 1968” responsible for the “indoctrination” of 

Greta Ramelli and Vanessa Marzullo, the two young Italian women kidnapped by 

extremist factions while performing volunteer work in Syria.254  

                                                

252 Sarah Waters, “Introduction: 1968 in Place and Memory,” in Memories of 1968: International 
Perspectives, ed. Ingo Cornils and Sarah Waters, 1-22 (Bern: Peter Lang, 2010), 3. 
253 Gerd-Rainer Horn, “The Changing Nature of the European Working Class: The Rise and Fall of the 
“New Working Class (France, Italy, Spain, Czechoslovakia),” in 1968: The World Transformed, ed. Carole 
Fink, Philipp Gassert and Detlef Junker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999),354; Ginsborg, 
Storia d’Italia, 404.  
254 Mattia Feltri, “La bici, il vigile e il Sessantotto. Il percorso a ostacoli di Marino: Il sindaco di Roma tra 
gaffes e promesse difficili da mantenere,” Cronache, La Stampa, August 11, 2014, 
http://www.lastampa.it/2014/11/08/italia/cronache/la-bici-il-vigile-e-il-sessantotto-il-percorso-a-ostacoli-
di-marino-e600JAa0Y7Np3bkmesuzwJ/pagina.html?refresh_ce. In the article, a piece centered largely on a 
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The above examples reveal that, in many ways, to speak of 1968 in Italy is to 

speak from and through the medium of memory. Memory plays a uniquely fundamental 

role in the representation and discussion of the 1960s due to its place in the construction 

of the event itself and its more current memorializations. Judt proposes that while the 

importance of certain events is only appreciated in retrospect, the sixties were a very 

different story. He notes that “the transcendent importance contemporaries attached to 

their own times—and their own selves— was one of the special features of the age.”255 

As Arthur Marwick observes in his examination of the 1960’s, the influence of the event 

is not limited to its place in political discourses, but extends to the “nostalgic 

mythologizing and downright misrepresentation” that have dominated the collective 

imagination of older and younger generations alike.256 As such, the collective memory of 

1968 has been and remains a discursive battlefield with deep implications for 

contemporary social and political praxis.  

The pull of Italy’s own unique involvement with Europe’s “creeping May” can 

easily be discerned in a wide variety of works that have been produced since the 1990s. 

Of these works, some succumb entirely to the nostalgia of the 1960s and attempt to 
                                                                                                                                            

critique of Ignazio Marino’s actions as mayor, Feltri notes that while Marino claimed to have participated 
in the 1968 student protests, his age at the time makes any such participation unlikely. Vito Massimano, 
“Ramelli-Marzullo e la banca chiamata Italia,” L’Opinione, December 17, 2014, 
http://www.opinione.it/politica/2015/01/08/massimano_politica-08-01.aspx. “…cattivo maestro reduce del 
sessantotto.” Translation mine. 
255 Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (London: Vintage, 2010), 390.  
256 Arthur Marwick, The Sixties, Cultural Revolution in Britain, France, Italy, and the United States, c. 
1958-c. 1974 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 3.  
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reproduce, however ephemerally, a utopian vision of the past; others utilize a critical 

nostalgia as a means of revisiting the unacknowledged memorial legacies of the period 

and of rearticulating its place in the social and political discourse of the 1990s and early 

2000s. While most of these works are disseminated with the avowed intent of fostering 

engagement in a contemporary period characterized by its indifference, the use of 

nostalgia (when untempered by a clear connection with the present) often works to 

circumscribe the events and emotions represented to a distant and immutable past. In 

order to illustrate the manifold ways that nostalgia operates within the texts chosen for 

this chapter, I will begin my analysis of contemporary works on the Italian sessantotto 

with a work that mythologizes ‘68: Giulio Casale’s musical play Formidabili quegli anni 

(2008).257 

 In 2008, on the fortieth anniversary of 1968, rock singer Casale (born in 1971) 

brought former student leader Mario Capanna’s memoire Formidabili quegli anni (1988) 

to the stage.258 Capanna’s work, which examines il sessantotto through the personal 

experiences of its author, occupies a provocative place in contemporary Italian culture 

due to its role in the presa di parola that has come to embody historiographical 

scholarship on 1968 and its cult status among Italy’s younger generations (particularly 

                                                

257 Formidabili quegli anni, by Giulio Casale, directed by Emilio Russo, Teatro Oscar, Milan, November 
27, 2008.  
258 The term “creeping May” is frequentely utilized to designate the extended duration of Italy’s political 
and social turmoil which, while closely tied to the spring protests of 1968 in France and the United States, 
would continue to be a dominant part of the quotidian Italian experience well into the 1970s.  
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those that came to maturity in the 1980s and 1990s).259 Channeling the figure of the 

Italian cantautore (a figure with its own unique ties to the 1960s and one which he had 

utilized in his previous engagement with the works of singer-songwriter/playwright 

Giorgio Gaber), Casale re-proposes the text by setting it to the very music that has 

become emblematic of this moment in history. Unlike Simone Cristicchi’s Magazzino 18 

(featured prominently in Chapter One), Casale’s homage to Capanna’s influential 

historiographical account relies largely on the reproduction of many of the iconic songs 

of the 1960s and 1970s and not on an original score. Throughout the musical, which 

opened at various theatres throughout Italy, Casale presents his audience with a 

monologic interpretation of Formidabili quegli anni interspersed with the historically 

laden verses of songs by artists such as Fabrizio De André, Francesco De Gregori, and 

Francesco Guccini. The final result is a theatrical experience that works to bring the 

audience back to a particularly promising moment in Italian history when the dominant 

structures and values that shaped the country’s current social, political, and economic 

trajectories were placed under discussion and when change still seemed possible. In an 

interview for Krapp’s Last Post, Casale defines this piece of teatro-canzone as a work 

that strives to place il sessantotto in dialogue with the present and in so doing, encourage 

                                                

259 Bonomo, “Presa della parola,” 7. As Bonomo points out, the term presa di parola or “capturing of 
speech” (first used by Michel de Certeau in an article for Etudes) refers to both the direct participation of 
citizens in the articulation of political and social needs and the role of members of 1968 (particularly 
notable among these, Passerini) in the very study of the movement.  
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the audience to embrace the ideals of a movement that sought to question the status 

quo.260  

Although some reviews of the play (including one in La Stampa) laud Casale’s 

ability in channeling the authorial voices of Italy’s most renown singer-songwriters and 

in highlighting the pertinence of ’68 in an era marked by apathy and apoliticism, others 

(such as that written for Fabrio D’Ambrosio editore) remark at length on the inherently 

nostalgic tone of the work.261 Indeed, a cursory investigation of Casale’s play suggests 

that the work’s reliance on the artful arrangement of rhetorical and musical fragments 

from the period may work against any proposed call to action for a critique of 

contemporary society. As the reviewer for Fabrio D’Ambrosio notes, the inclusion of 

emotionally charged songs of the period does not encourage a viewer (or, indeed, the 

authors themselves) “to look back on ’68 with distance or lucidity” but to indulge in an 

evanescent recreation of what once was.262 Indeed, I argue that although certain elements 

of the play (particularly Casale’s original songs) may begin to put the past into dialogue 
                                                

260 Renzo Francabandera, “Formidabili quegli anni. Il 68’ raccontato da Giulio Casale,” interview with 
Giulio Casale, Krapp’s Last Post, January 20, 2009, http://http://www.klpteatro.it/casale-formidabili-
quegli-anni-intervista.  
261 “Il 68’ cantato da chi non c’era. Giulio Casale s’ispira a Gaber recita Capanna e intona De André,” 
LaStampa.it, January 10, 2008, http://www.lastampa.it/2008/10/01/spettacoli/il-cantato-da-chi-non-cera-
1ZZi3ECsMKi0xYQ27vz1iO/pagina.html. “Giulio Casale in ‘Formidabili quegli anni,’ tratto dal libro di 
Mario Capanna,” Fabio D’Ambrosio Editore, http://www.dambrosioeditore.it/formidabili-quegli-anni/.  
262 Ibid. Drawn from a longer excerpt in which the reviewer remarks: “Durante lo spettacolo Casale 
interpreta brani di De Andrè, De Gregori, Guccini, che per la loro pregnanza storica non aiutano ad avere 
uno sguardo lucido e distante sui fatti. Sentire questi autori serve a ritornare in quegli anni, e non a uscirne 
rinnovati purtoppo.” During the spectacle, Casale interprets songs by De Andrè, De Gregori, Guccini, that 
due to their historical charge don’t help [the audience] to have a lucid or distant perspective on the facts. 
Hearing these authors helps one to return to those years and, unfortunately, not to come back rejuvenated. 
Translation mine.  
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with the present, overall, the work falls victim to the traps of the nostalgic pastiche 

condemned in Jameson’s “Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.”263 

Despite these limitations, Casale’s theatrical take on Formidabili quegli anni 

provides a compelling point of departure for an examination of the works examined 

below. In addition to re-proposing the discursive models of collectivity and a shared 

presa di parola, the play also highlights ways that the audience’s perceived nostalgic 

register can be utilized to engage with past events. His play reveals, once again, that a 

significant part of the nostalgia for the late 1960s and early 1970s expressed by audiences 

is tied to a perceived loss of fervor and agency in contemporary political praxis. In the 

texts analyzed below, as in the works described in Su’s previously discussed study on the 

ethical dimension of nostalgia, the longing provoked by musical, cinematic, and other 

cultural fragments, creates a space for imagining resolutions to the “fragmentation and 

displacement” experienced by various social and political collectives when faced with the 

apathy and paralysis that have come to distinguish the current moment.264 In the previous 

chapter I discussed the ways in which contemporary authors, playwrights, and directors 

such as the Comencini sisters, Benni, and Wu Ming utilize a critical nostalgia to 

simultaneously evoke and critique the postwar period and its influence on the present. 

Although il sessantotto differs substantially from the decades of the miracolo economico 

in substance and cultural impact, recent works on the 1960s employ many of the same 
                                                

263 Frederic Jameson, “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left Review 0, no. 
146 (1984):  66. 
264 John J. Su, Ethics and Nostalgia, 16. 
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nostalgic techniques addressed above. As in the texts analyzed in chapter three, the 

contributions I examine below attempt to engage with the event’s existing nostalgic 

register to disrupt a passive consumption of the past and to elicit, instead, renewed 

interest and inquiry on the part of the reader or viewer. These attempts are coupled with a 

concern for acknowledging the role of violence in the student and worker protests while 

simultaneously setting them apart from the terrorist groups whose activities would shape 

the 1970s and 1980s. While this may undoubtedly be interpreted as an attempt to produce 

a more benign, revised version of historical events, it should also be read as an endeavor 

to revisit specific moments of recent history outside of teleological narratives espoused 

by dominant statist and cultural institutions. Returning once again to Wu Ming’s uchronic 

spaces or to Bernstein’s notion of sideshadowing, I argue that these works recreate events 

in time in which distinct changes still seemed possible and the current development of 

human history had yet to crystallize. These explorations of the past engage directly with 

contemporary social and political concerns by allowing the reader or viewer to reexamine 

the teleological assumptions advanced by existing structures of power. In Cristina 

Comencini’s ll cappotto del turco, Antonio Pennacchi’s Il fasciocomunista, Daniele 

Luchetti’s Mio fratello è figlio unico, Michele Placido’s Il grande sogno, and Giuseppe 

Bertolucci’s In cerca del ‘68 these “what if” scenarios encourage a re-evaluation of the 

enduring influence (in its positive and negative incarnations) of 1968. In order to do so, 

Comencini and Pennachi’s respective novels work from within the conventions of the 

autobiography to explore the limitations of the androcentric systems of interpretation 
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shaping the rhetoric used by the various groups that participated in Italy’s creeping May. 

While Comencini’s novel focuses on the effect of these systems on two sisters coming to 

grips with their own identity as women, Pennacchi’s autobiographical account presents 

its readers with a male protagonist caught in a cycle of violence perpetuated by stagnant 

conceptions of masculinity. Luchetti’s adaptation of Pennacchi’s novel builds on this 

critique by opening the narrative to include a second male protagonist whose actions help 

recontextualize those of his brother Accio, the principal narrator. Michele Placido’s film, 

produced in the wake of Luchetti’s, further explores the various memorial currents of this 

period by following the stories of two protagonists of different social, political, and 

enconomic backgrounds. The narratives of these two characters, separated by ideology, 

social class, and gender, invite the reader to reconsider the mnemonic contributions of 

individuals and groups on both sides of the barricades. Giovanni Bertolucci’s 

documentary, the final work examined in this chapter, uses many of the tecniques of the 

other films on ‘68 to provide a uniquely subjective representation of the experiences 

(both personal and collective) often omitted in historiographical renderings of a given 

period or event. The fragmented, nuanced, and highly personal explorations of thse five 

works shift the focus of the audience away from historically overdetermined entities 

toward spaces still open to rearticulation and reinvention. The unspoken traumas of the 

period, plenty of which are articulated through a renewed encounter with the family, are 

similarly laid bare. Many of the distinct political platforms of the period— which as 

Cristina Comencini observes of her own novel, would sound “dated” if reproduced too 
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faithfully for present use— are thus allowed to fall to the background while the hopes, 

emotions, and final disappointments of the period are given a fuller breadth of 

expression.265 Although at times overly sentimental in their depiction of certain events or 

characters, these novels and films encourage their readers and viewers to look past the 

glossy veneer of a commercially accessible ‘68. In these works, as in those previously 

examined, nostalgia does not necessarily reproduce an inexistent utopian past, but (as Su 

posits) allows memory to give voice to collective longings and aspirations based on a 

very specific “image of the world as it used to be.”266 

TWO SISTERS, ONE MOVEMENT: CRISTINA COMENCINI’S IL CAPPOTTO DEL TURCO 

The ethical dimensions of a reflective nostalgia play a prominent role in Cristina 

Comencini’s Il cappotto del turco.267 In this novel, the author examines the same 

sociocultural milieu at the heart of her 2006 play Due Partite. While the play focuses on 

the generation of adult women navigating the ambiguities and restrictions of Italian 

society during the economic miracle, the novel looks more closely at the subsequent 

generation. Blending conventions typical of fiction and the Italian woman’s 

autobiography, Il cappotto del turco recounts the childhood, adolescence, and young 

                                                

265 “Cristina Comencini presenta ‘Il cappotto del Turco,’” interview with Cristina Comencini, Feltrinelli 
Editore, uploaded July 10, 2007, http://youtu.be/rGNyZUCBfaU.  
266 Su, Ethics and Nostalgia, 19.  
267 Cristina Comencini, Il cappotto del turco (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1998).  
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adulthood of two Roman sisters named Isabella Maria and Maria Isabella.268 The novel, 

ostensibly a chronological memoir written by Maria in order to reconnect with her 

sister’s memory after her death, follows the young women as they leave behind the gilded 

prosperity of their bourgeois childhood in order to forge their own identities through the 

student rebellion. Although Maria’s writing delves into decades both proceeding and 

following il sessantotto, the event occupies a dominant place in the larger narrative 

structure of the work. Indeed, Il cappotto del turco is predominantly a novel concerned 

with revisiting this exact lieu de memoire and its place in the articulation of individual 

and collective identities.  

In a presentation of the novel produced for Feltrinelli, Comencini describes this 

“long seller” as the work that allowed her to reconnect with her generation.269 She depicts 

this literary text as an attempt to mix autobiographical elements of her own life 

(particularly her experience as a young single mother in the 1970s as embodied by Maria 

in the novel) with an imaginative retrospective on the 1960s and 1970s in order to give a 

voice to the emotions that characterized the collective experience of this formative event 

of recent Italian history. It is also, she specifies, a novel that “recounts the political sphere 

from the private one, in a time when the private one didn’t count for anything” and which 

                                                

268 Referred to as Isabella and Maria respectively throughout the novel and, for the purpose of this 
dissertation, from this point onward.  
269 Comencini, “Cristina Comencini presenta…”. In the interview, Comencini uses “long seller” to describe 
the low, yet consistent, number of sales accrued by the novel. 
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therefore offers the reader a window for exploring il sessantotto from an alternative 

perspective. Comencini states: 

E dietro c’è anche tutta la tragedia… comunque, da definire tragedia, insomma, 
di una politica che ha invaso tutto, che invadeva tutta, che dava poco spazio a 
altre cose, però quelle cose c’erano e dunque, è come un punto di vista che è 
piccolo, che però proprio perche è piccolo, si può allargare più degli altri. 270 
 

The “smaller point of view” addressed above (which, to a certain extent, echoes the 

rhetorical underpinnings of Italy’s pensiero debole) focuses at length on the experience of 

individual female constituents of a movement more often associated with its male 

figureheads. Through the “limited,” highly nuanced insights of Maria (and, to a lesser 

extent, Isabella), the reader is encouraged to seek out the multitude of memorial legacies 

often obfuscated by monolithic depictions of the 1968 student movement.  

By attempting to give a voice to some of the many individuals that participated in 

this inherently collaborative event, Comencini’s Il cappotto del turco builds off the 

discursive cues offered by Luisa Passerini’s Autoritratto di gruppo (1988).271 In her 

ground breaking oral historiography—which, as Joseph Maslen notes, alternates between 

self-analysis and interview-analysis to explore the relationship between group and 

individual narratives—Passerini examines key themes that emerge from among the 

interviews conducted with participants of ’68 and the way in which these contributions 

                                                

270 Ibid., “And behind it there is all the tragedy…well, we can define it tragedy, anyway, of a politics that 
invaded everything, that gave little space to other things, but those other things were there and so it is like a 
point of view that is small, but exactly because it’s small, can be opened more than others.” Translation 
mine.  
271 Luisa Passerini, Autoritratto di gruppo (Florence: Giunti, 1988).  
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provide an alternative viewpoint into her own experiences of the movement.272 The work 

consequently highlights the shared nature of certain experiences, but also the many 

different ways in which this collectivity resonated within individual memories. Of the 

various topics addressed, the role of women in the student protests offers a particularly 

compelling depiction of the contrasting forces at play in this moment of unprecedented 

contestation. She observes that while many women remember the movement as 

inherently emancipatory, many also discuss the way the movement’s general climate of 

liberality masked both the persistence of existing or evolving gender hierarchies and a 

deep rooted negation of the feminine.273 Some of the interviewees remark on the fact that 

while there were undoubtedly many more spaces for women among the ranks of the 

student protestors, women often found themselves fulfilling tasks (such as cooking and 

cleaning) that relegated them to social positions ascribed to traditional patriarchy.274 

Futhermore, Passerini’s own memories reveal the way in which the sexual liberation so 

emblematic of this period often worked to silence feminine desires.275 She notes that 

although women were free to engage in sexual relationships with a variety of partners, 

feelings of jealousy or commitment had little place in the collective understanding of 

                                                

272 Joseph Maslen, “Autobiographies of a generation? Carolyn Steedman, Luisa Passerini and the memory 
of 1968,” Memory Studies 6, no. 1 (2013): 27.  
273 Passerini, Autoritratto, 134,54-55.  
274 Depictions of this phenomenon can be found throughout feminist works on the subject. Dacia Maraini’s 
groundbreaking novel Donna in Guerra offers a particularly provocative example through its 
characterization of Vannina and Suna’s encounter with the movement. See Dacia Maraini, Donna in 
Guerra (Milan: BUR, 1998).  
275 Passerini, Autoritratto, 68.  
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sexual practice: her relationship with a fellow protestor, for example, was heavily shaped 

by the domineering influence of a sexual liberality that disavowed any tie with more 

traditional bonds. In some ways, it could thus be argued that just as women worked 

toward gaining a voice in the articulation of gender relations (setting the stage, for 

instance, for the law on divorce or the right to contraceptive use, both of which would 

come to fruition in the mid 1970s), the emergent cultural revolution did away with the 

very notion of the couple.276 Consequently, while the movement challenged practices that 

tied the articulation of female sexual desire to the confines of marriage and motherhood, 

it also simultaneously silenced certain ongoing debates and promoted emergent systems 

of oppression through what Ginsborg terms an “obligation to sexual liberation.”277 As 

mentioned above, Passerini’s study also demonstrates the ways in which much of the 

movement’s critique of patriarchal structures often translated into a vigorous critique of 

femininity. Womanhood, viewed as a byproduct of patriarchy, became an uncomfortable 

referent for protestors who felt that emancipation could only be achieved through its 

negation. The mothers of the student protestors, many of whom likely resembled the four 

friends of Due Partite, were deemed unsuitable models and the young women thus found 

themselves turning to men who better embodied the qualities they sought to emulate.278  

                                                

276 Ibid. 
277 Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia, 414. 
278 Passerini, Autoritratto,55, 67 Passerini observes that many of the women she interviewed had difficulty 
connecting with their mothers. She writes that to embrace qualities such as intelligence, emotional 
detachment, and reason was to align oneself (even if only symbolically) with the figure of the father. 
Participation in the movement necessitated a break with the image of the motherly woman.  
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The conflicted performance of femininity suggested by Passerini’s oral 

historiography finds full articulation in Comencini’s novel. The focus on two very 

different female experiences helps create a narrative space dominated by the search for a 

personally and politically viable representation of feminine identity. These experiences, 

like the very names they share, create a mirror image that, instead of highlighting the 

similarity of the protagonists, often draws attention to their differences. In the beginning 

of the novel, the narrator explains her parents’ motivations in giving their daughters two 

versions of the same name:  

I nostri genitori ci avevano dato in realtà lo stesso nome: a lei Isabella Maria e a 
me Maria Isabella. Mio padre ci fotografava sempre insieme e mia madre ci 
vestiva spesso con abiti identici di colore diverso. L’idea che dovessimo essere 
due parti della stessa mela, due perle nella stessa conchiglia, era un loro non 
velato progetto. Per lungo tempo ci siamo addormentate facendo congetture sul 
nostro nome. Le nostre opposte nature (già da allora, come brave figlie, avevamo 
messo tutto il nostro impegno a deludere le loro aspettative di somiglianza) si 
rivelavano in quelle fantasticherie.279 
 

 As the introductory passage to the autobiographical portion of the text, this reflection on 

the “projects” shaping their adolescence sets the tone for the rest of the novel. 

Throughout, the narrator remarks (both explicitly and implicitly) on the homogenizing, 

prescriptive forces that act upon every sphere of female experience from sexual practice 
                                                                                                                                            

 
279 Comencini, Il cappotto, 15. In reality, our parents had given us the same name: hers was Isabella Maria 
and mine was Maria Isabella. My father always photographed us together and my mother often dressed us 
in identical clothes of different colors. The idea that we should be two halves of the same apple, two pearls 
in the same shell, was a non-veiled project of theirs. For a long time we fell asleep making up conjectures 
about our name. Our opposing natures (already at that point, like good daughters, we had put all of our 
energies into disappointing their expectations of similarity) revealed themselves in those reveries.” 
Translation mine.  
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to motherhood. Despite the differences of their respective paths, Maria and Isabella find 

themselves, time and again, attempting to mitigate these forces to seize control over their 

own lives.  

These attempts provide the reader with two unique, yet inherently connected, 

visions of il sessantotto. While Maria, with her boyfriend Marco, finds herself 

increasingly drawn to the theoretical aspects of the movement as experienced in the 

debates that punctuate the student assemblies, Isabella (following the lead of the 

charismatic Occhiobello) almost immediately takes an active part in the street protests. 

Their roles—intrinsically divided between thought and action— offer the reader a 

glimpse into both the different spheres that composed the student movement and the 

various groups that participated in them. Maria’s memoire, and the conversations with 

Isabella that she attempts to recollect, also reveal otherwise “forgettable” instances that 

together create a more nuanced depiction of the relationship between the sessantotto and 

the female body politic.  

As the dominant narrating voice, Maria’s experience of the movement occupies a 

central focus for the majority of the novel. In the section dedicated to the period between 

1968 and 1975, Maria describes her introduction to the protests and her relationship with 

Marco, a classmate who gradually assumes greater responsibilities within the movement. 

Despite Marco’s position of authority in the movement and the somewhat atypical living 

arrangements that they adopt as a newlywed couple, Maria finds herself fulfilling the role 

of mother and wife traditionally prescribed by heteronormative systems of signification. 
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In an apartment inhabited by a perpetually changing configuration of protestors, Maria 

cooks, cleans, budgets, and does the grocery shopping largely unaided. Her only help 

comes from the young, slightly lackadaisical Antonio who, unable to give to the 

movement in any other way, assumes the role of a surrogate husband.280 Although Maria 

finds great solace in this role (particularly on the close communion with Antonio), the 

novel also remarks on its stilting effect on her personal ambitions and on the expression 

of her individual identity. To fulfill the responsibility required of her, she temporarily sets 

aside her academic aspirations, her feelings of jealousy and resentment toward Marco, 

and her own sexual desires. As the narrative moves through the din of the protest, it 

evidences the silences that mark Maria’s quotidian experiences.  

Isabella’s sudden departure from the movement—which the male leaders of the 

group dismiss as an abandonment of their shared ideals linked to the failure of her 

relationship with Occhiobello— is explored when Maria and Isabella meet for the first 

time several months afterwards. This encounter, which in many ways becomes a template 

for an adult relationship punctuated by moments of total complicity and estrangement, 

gives voice to a trauma purposely “forgotten” by Isabella’s extended peer group. Before 

leaving Rome to begin a series of restless migrations across Europe, in a moment that 

mimics the girls’ hushed childhood conversations at the beginning of the novel, Isabella 

shares her memory of a deeply troubling episode (and her response to it) with her sister: 

she describes having witnessed the physical abuse (and the implicit signs of a sexual 
                                                

280 Ibid., 49.  
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victimization) perpetrated against a little girl by her father in a crowded mess hall where 

workers and students were dining together. The girl, who compared to her “chubby” 

younger brother appeared sick and malnourished, was being exhorted by her father to eat 

while he bit her repeatedly under the pretense of kissing her. Isabella describes the child’s 

resigned demeanor, her own reaction to the scene, and Occhiobello’s dismissal of it in the 

following excerpt:  

Nel frastuono, vedevo quei gesti ripetuti, orrendi. Gli occhi arresi della bambina 
non incrociavano mai quelli del padre, non guardavano nessuno. Ho indicato la 
scena a Occhiobello. Anche lui li ha osservati a lungo, senza farsi notare. ‘Cosa 
dobbiamo fare?’ gli ho chiesto. Dopo un po’, mi ha risposto: ‘Cosa ne sai tu della 
loro vita? Quello magari ha lavorato dieci ore in fabbrica da quando era bambino. 
Come puoi giudicarlo tu?’281 
 

When Isabella concludes her story, she admits to being haunted by this episode 

and to trying, at every cost, to forget it. For her, the act of forgetting becomes the only 

way of counteracting the pressure to “find justifications for horror” when it fails to 

coincide with a shared belief.282 Although the symbolic affinity between the above 

detailed scene and the place of women within Italy’s inherently patriarchal social 

structure (and indeed, in the hierarchical structures within the student movement itself) 

appears almost unoriginal, the passage anchors the many, “smaller” traumas that 

punctuate the narrative.  

                                                

281 Comencini, Il cappotto, 55. “In the din, I could these horrible, repeated gestures. The resigned eyes of 
the child never crossed those of her father; they didn’t watch anyone. I pointed out the scene to 
Occhiobello. He too watched them for a long time without attracting attention to himself. ‘What should we 
do?’ I asked him. After a while, he responded: ‘What do you know about their life? Maybe that guy worked 
in a factory ten hours a day from the time he was a kid. How can you judge him?’” Translation mine.  
282 Ibid., 66.  



 173 

 It sheds light not just on the damages wrought to female identity by men and 

male-driven institutions, but also on those that take place in the dysfunctional relationship 

between women. In recounting the story, Isabella remarks on the way in which the 

mother both worked to hide the abuse from the outside world and to maintain her role in 

the family unit.283 Silence, detachment, and outright animosity (particularly among 

women) emerge as the dominant topoi in the narrative, as do the potentially deleterious 

consequences of a forced forgetting. The sister’s own relationship becomes a mirror for 

these small quotidian acts of violence. Isabella, whose heightened sensitivity bares the 

mark of each affront (from her sister and from the larger social context), attempts to find 

freedom in the exploration of distant lands and new encounters; her inability to forget 

results, however, in her suicide off the coast of Sardinia.284 

Isabella’s death (and the end of any possibility for further communication or 

resolution) functions as the starting point and conclusion of Maria’s narrative. Framed by 

a brief description of Maria’s life with her husband, Isabella’s daughter, and her own 

children, the events surrounding il sessantotto emerge as a discursive battle ground for 

the construction of feminine identity. In Public History, Private Stories Graziella Parati 

examines the ways in which the protean genre of the autobiography has been utilized 

throughout Italian history as a literary space where “a woman can experiment with the 

                                                

283 Ibid. 
284 Ibid., 176.  
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construction of a female “I” and, sometimes, a feminist identity.”285 As a medium that 

combines the “public act of writing” with the episodes that shape private life, it allows for 

an investigation and critique of the “problematic points of contact between the private 

and public realms.”286 By fusing these characteristics with fiction, Comencini provides 

her reader with an imaginative contribution to the insightful prese di parola that have 

shaped contemporary understandings of ’68. In so doing, she lays bare a small fraction of 

the many memorial legacies that exist outside totemic narratives of the period.  

Although the text, like Due Partite, suffers somewhat from the glaring omission 

of any significant discussion of the impact of economic class on female agency, it does 

provide a provocative foundation for a more subtle exploration of the relationship among 

women in the private sphere. In the novel, the prototypical 1960s bourgeois family 

becomes a lens for the examination of the larger processes at work during this period. 

Through Maria and Isabella, but also, to a lesser extent, their mother, the reader can 

glimpse the gradual decay and collapse of the Italian economic miracle (and its values) in 

addition to the inner workings of the revolt. The actions and experiences of the 

emblematic male figures of the movimento studentesco (embodied in the text by Marco 

and Occhiobello) are allowed to fall out of focus, while previously marginalized points of 

view guide the reader through the event. Furthermore, the manipulation of this genre 

allows the narrative to gesture to the various temporal dimensions that shape the work. 
                                                

285 Graziella Parati, Public History, Private Stories: Italian Women’s Autobiography (Minneapolis: The 
University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 2.  
286 Ibid., 3.  
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The very trappings of the autobiography imply the coexistence of multiple frames of 

reference. In looking back at the decades between 1950 and 1980, Maria is also finding 

new ways to look forward. As the reflective portion of her journey into nostalgia comes 

to an end, the narrator shifts the focus of the reader to the protagonists’ pre-adolescent 

daughters. The two girls, as different from one another as their mothers, are depicted as 

they begin their journey to adulthood together. Echoing her first description of her 

childhood with Isabella, Maria remarks on their complicity and their disinhibition. In 

them, she sees a possibility for achieving the emancipation and intimacy promised by the 

movement. As noted in my discussion of Comencini’s play, much of her work is 

dedicated to fostering innovative platforms for a feminist identity politics. In this novel 

she provides her readers with an examination of il sessantotto that highlights both its 

contributions and its limitations. While the novel acknowledges the importance of the 

movement in setting the stage for feminist action, it also pushes an ideal female audience 

to revisit the lost opportunities and points of contact in the collective feminine 

experience. The unfulfilled potential of the relationships between women takes center 

stage and rewriting the past becomes a way of setting a course for the future.  

MEMORIES OF INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE CONFLICT: ANTONIO PENNACCHI’S IL 

FASCIOCOMUNISTA  

Antonio Pennacchi’s Il fasciocomunista similarly avails itself of elements of the 

writer’s own autobiography as a means of rearticulating the emotions and experiences of 
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the 1968 student movement.287 While Comencini looks predominantly at the often 

forgotten memorial legacies of the female participants of the movement, however, Il 

fasciocomunista shifts its focus to the memorial collectives that made up the cultural 

landscape of the postwar period in the years between the economic boom and il 

sessantotto. This novel, cited by Wu Ming as part of the New Italian Epic, follows Accio 

Benassi (the third son of a working class family) as he attempts to forge a social and 

political identity in the quickly evolving reality of a newly modernized and industrialized 

Italian context.288 Unlike Comencini’s novel, which relies on the convergence of multiple 

feminine perspectives that together reevaluate the varied legacies of the movement, 

Pennacchi’s “narrative object” features the more traditional point of view of a single, 

male narrator undergoing the transition from adolescence to adulthood. Based heavily on 

Antonio Pennacchi’s own experiences as part of first the MSI and later the student revolt, 

Il fasciocomunista is, at its core, a novel about movement: it chronicles not just Accio’s 

journey toward adulthood and Italy’s journey to the years of lead (and the Berlusconismo 

that would follow) but also Accio’s peregrination from one memorial community to 

another and from city to city. In so doing, the narrator gives his reader a highly personal 

and inherently flawed personal, political, historical and geographic map of this formative 

moment of recent history. The “kinetic” energy of the novel, a quality that reconnects it 
                                                

287 Antonio Pennacchi, Il fasciocommunista. Vita scriteriata di Accio Bennassi (Milan: Mondadori, 2003). 
Accio’s nickname in the novel derives from the –suffix accio denoting a negative value judgement.  
288 Wu Ming, “Memorandum,” 9. Wu Ming states: “Il fasciocomunista di Antonio Pennacchi (2003), 
romanzo che a mio avviso è dentro il NIE, è in buona parte costruito sulla giustapposizione di autore e 
personaggio (Accio Benassi c'est Pennacchi ma anche no).”  
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to some of the more iconic coming-of-age texts of the 20th century (discussed below), 

provides the reader with a variety of discursive cues for a reexamination of the role of ’68 

with relation to the past, the events that would immediately follow it, and the present. 

Through the use of the postmodern strategies of intertextuality, fragmentation, and 

hybridity, Il fasciocomunista presents itself as a memory text that attempts to examine 

individual and collective memories in both the private and public spheres, especially in 

those memorial communities that often seem to exist outside of history. It works with and 

in memory to revisit this moment of social and political intensity not as a comestible 

product of nostalgia, but as a decisive event in current discourses on identity politics. In 

so doing, it blurs, if only temporarily and at times too artificially, the binary between 

fascist and communist readings of the event to focus on the structures of violence that 

have shaped Italian experiences in the second half of the twentieth century.289 

As a novel that re-examines the role of Fascism as a dominant memorial current 

in Italian culture during the 1960s (and more recently), it is only fitting that its 

protagonist often seems to embody two of the characteristics so central to the discourses 

on masculinity that would shape Fascist rhetoric: movement and violence.290 The 

narrative, which begins with Accio’s decision to leave the seminary, takes shape 

                                                

289 It should here be noted that the Fasciocomunista, as I also describe below, often falls prey to the 
revisionist tendencies that seek to highlight the similarities rather than the differences between the two 
movements as a means of justifying participation in organizations responsible for instigating violence 
before and after 1968.  
290 George L. Mosse, The Image of Man (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 156. Here Mosse notes 
that Futurist concepts like maniliness, energy, and violence had an enduring influence on Fascist 
conceptions of masculinity.  
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predominantly through these two forces: his restlessness and his desire for immediate, 

visible change propel him through the various memorial collectives that surround him at 

an almost dizzying speed. In The Image of Man, Mosse notes that Mussolini’s “new man” 

was supposed to live in a “state of permanent war,” predicated on the notion of a 

“regenerative violence. ”291 In many ways, Accio—who comes to maturity in awe of il 

duce and who is thus shaped by a cult of masculinity that remains written in the grammar 

of Italian society— attempts to give new life to this notion of regeneration. Scholars of 

’68 and Fascism often remark on the disappointment that pervaded Italian society in the 

decades following World War II: for some Italians, it was the failure of the state to 

achieve any sort of reform in the wake of fascism’s “demise,” while for others it was the 

sting of having broken their allegiance with Germany and having ended the war in 

disgrace. Generally, one can speak of, as Guido Crainz does, un’Italia mancata or an 

Italy that failed to live up to any of the promises of its governing elite. In the novel, Accio 

embodies the sentiments of those that grew up in a memorial context saturated with this 

disillusionment and with the silence of the unspoken traumas of the previous generation. 

He and his friends worship almost mythological figures (like il Bava) who fought to 

make a difference. They, like so many of their peers, see violence (in its various forms) 

as the only means of disrupting the status quo. While this conception of violence is often 

used in the novel to mitigate any potential blame for actions that seems more like the 

result of childish vendettas and a celebration of brutality than political action, the novel 
                                                

291 Ibid., 157,158.  



 179 

also interrogates the way in which the various organizations to which he belongs, 

particularly the MSI, legitimize the use of violence as a political tool. Even as Accio 

moves from the MSI to the Movimento Studentesco, his encounters with the surrounding 

social context rely on a display of force. As the novel chronicles the growing violence of 

the student protests to his brother Manrico’s final stand against the police and as the 

specter of the anni di piombo looms ever more threatening, the ease with which Accio 

and his peers embrace force becomes symptomatic of a series of failures within dominant 

structures of signification. When, in the book’s final chapter, Accio cries for himself and 

for the others, his grief is for a generation (in particular its male counterparts) that so 

quickly fell into the pitfalls that had marked the first half of the twentieth century. 

Furthermore, it also acknowledges the ways in which violence continues to damage and 

debilitate healthier expressions of masculine identity in mainstream Italian society. In the 

characters mourned at the end of the novel, the reader can easily trace a connection to 

those young men who, in more contemporary forms of protest or even in their daily lives, 

find themselves trapped in a seemingly endless cycle of violence.  

The only temporary respite from this violence takes place through Accio’s 

peregrinations across Italy. Referencing the popular hybridic genre of the American road 

narrative (among them Jack Kerouac’s widely disseminated 1957 novel On the Road 

which, at the time of the events taking place, held a unique place in cultural discourse), 

Pennacchi depicts young Accio as he disobeys his parents to take on Italy’s developing 
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highways.292 Whereas Comencini’s protagonists develop their subject positions 

dialogically, by comparing their often-divergent conceptions of femininity, Pennacchi’s 

novel follows in the footsteps of other androcentric texts in which the primary character 

evolves through contact with the open road and with the fleeting encounters made along 

the way. In The Dialogic Imagination theorist Mikhail Bakhtin describes the role of the 

road as a chronotope in the historical novel:  

The road is a particularly good place for random encounters. On the road…, the 
spatial and temoral paths of the most varied people-representatives of all social 
classes, estates, religions, nationalities, ages—intersect at one spatial and 
temporal point. People who are normally kept separate by social and special 
distance can accidentally meets [sic] any contrast may crop up, the most various 
fates may collide and interweave with one another. On the road the spatial and 
temporal settings defining human fates and lives combine with one another in 
distinctive ways, even as they become more complex and more concrete by the 
collapse of social distances.293 

Pennacchi builds of this trope to explore a rapidly evolving national reality. Accio’s 

travels, which often begin by hitchhiking his way out of Latina (a city that embodies the 

Fascist state and thus the starting point of current political discourse), bring him into 

contact with a variety of sociopolitical collectives far outside the realm of his 

experience.294 He and, through him, the reader, see the disparate realities of postwar 

Rome, Milan, Bari and other Italian centers. He meets a wide range of “minor” characters 

                                                

292 See the Italian edition Sulla strada (Milan: Mondadori, 1959).  
293 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Michael Holquist 
and Caryl Emerson (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 241-242. Google play e-book.  
294 The importance of travel in Pennacchi’s larger body of work on fascism can easily be discerned in both 
Canale Mussolini (2010) and Fascio e Martello: Viaggio per le città del Duce (2008), both of which follow 
the publication of Il fasciocomunista.  
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that, like him, seem intent on rediscovering Italy and themselves. The journey depicted 

by the novel does not end in a pervasive sense of estrangement, as is the case in other 

postmodern travel narratives, however, but in the beginning of a new series of travels and 

(as suggested by the postscript on the last page) the metanarrative rearticulation of what 

has happened before.295 In this novel, as in the others to which it implicitly gestures, the 

road acts as a liminal space that allows the individual to ponder the various structures 

governing the quotidian experience of his collective.296 Travelling at the margins of their 

society, he and the other motorists are given the space to call into questions interpretive 

structures previously taken for granted and to rearticulate their subject positions before 

re-entering the contentiously defined spaces of the urban environment.  

Through the memories of his autobiographical counterpart, Pennacchi constructs a 

heavily nuanced depiction of this turbulent period in recent Italian history and challenges 

current interpretations that rely on the rigid preclusion of dialogue. While current 

political discussions of ’68 often focus on the distinct differences of right and left wing 

protestors (and by extension protests), Accio’s narration invites the reader to reflect on 

the points of contact between the two. Although his recountings of both parties often fails 

to offer a deeper reflection of their different connections to overaching social and 

                                                

295 The narrator of Antonio Tabucchi’s Notturno Indiano offers a fairly represenetative example: After a 
long trip through India in search of a lost friend, the man recognizes in his own reflected image, the very 
individual whose tracks he has been following.  
296 I borrow the term liminal from the work of anthropologist Victor Turner in which he discusses its place 
in the transition between rights of passage. See Victor Turner, “Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period 
in Rites de Passage,” in The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual, 93-11 (New York: Cornell 
University, 1967).  
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political structures, his memories highlight how these two groups developed in a dialogic 

relationship (albeit a violent one) with one another. As actor turned right wing politician, 

Luca Barbareschi remarks in his preface to Luciano Lanna’s Il fascista libertario, for 

many, the 1960s marked a transition for left and right wing political collectives in Italy:  

Sono gli anni in cui la destra abbandona le caratteristiche tradizionali con le quali 
veniva facilmente identificata nei film di Alberto Sordi: bigotta, intollerante, 
razzista, autoritaria, virtuosa in pubblico e di giorno, viziosa la notte. Le nuove 
generazioni della destra, oltre il conflitto politico e la sua degenerazione nel 
terrorismo, si formano anche a fianco degli studenti di sinistra nel Sessantotto, 
hanno punti di riferimento culturali che sfuggono alla tradizionale dicotomia 
destra versus sinistra.297 
 

Repeatedly, throughout the novel, the narrator gestures to the shared cultural referents 

and the general revolutionary atmosphere prompting members of the MSI and the student 

revolt to rise up against the complacency of the previous generation and abolish those 

structures that circumscribe individual and collective agency. Although this aspect of the 

text should be read in the larger context of a work (and, indeed, as Barbareschi’s own 

essay proves, an entire body of works) invested in producing a revisionist depiction of 

right wing political action that underplays these movements’ participation in deeply 

entrenched structures of power during this period, the very exhumation of these referents 

enables the reader to reexamine them in light of current events.  

                                                

297 Luca Barbareschi, preface to Il fascista libertario, ed. Luciano Lanna (Milan: Sperling & Kupfer 
Editori, 2011), XII. “They are the years in which the right abandons the traditional characteristics with 
which it was easily identifiable in Alberto Sordi’s films: bigoted, intolerant, racist, authoritarian, virtuous in 
public and during the day, but dissolute at night. The new generations of the right, beyond the political 
conflict and its degeneration into terrorism, form themselves next to the students of the right in ’68; they 
have cultural references that escape the traditional dichotomy of right versus left.” Italicization original. 
Translation mine.  
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 Through Accio, the reader becomes familiar with the small town of Latina 

(Mussolini’s Littoria) and the various memorial communities that make up this former 

fascist land reclamation project.298 By utilizing his hometown as the central setting of his 

work, Pennacchi provides a detailed cross section of a complex postwar Italian context 

dominated by what Contini and Foot have defined as its divided memory; he shows a 

community simultaneously at the margins of history yet fully invested in the local 

actualization of global concerns. He participates in their shared unease regarding events 

like the loss of the Istrian peninsula and the death of university student Paolo Rossi. In 

his gradual transition from right wing to left wing political collectives, Accio experiences 

firsthand the mythification processes and general commemorative practices that 

consolidate group identities. The character of Il Bava offers a particularly compelling 

example:  

Lui era rientrato nel MSI da poco, da qualche anno, e era una figura mitica del 
neofrascismo delle origini. Era stato pure lui con la Repubblica da ragazzino e 
aveva fatto quello che avevano fatto gli altri. Non ne parlava mai. Ma se è per 
questo non parlava mai di niente, almeno mai di ciò che lo potesse in qualche 
modo riguardare. Era alto, robusto, biondo, mezzo calvo e aveva una voce da 
basso che neanche le canne di organo. I suoni ti avvolgevano e tu ne sentivi la 
forza e l’auctoritas quasi non emanassero da lui, ma ti calassero dall’alto. Quel 
poco che so di lui me lo hanno detto a mezza bocca gli altri…

299
 

                                                

298For more information on Latina see Federico Caprotti, “Destructive creation: fascist urban planning, 
architecture and New Towns in the Pontine Marshes,” Journal of Historical Geography 33, no. 3 
(2007):651-679. As Accio himself learns in the novel, the town of Latina was constructed by the fascist 
regime as a part of a larger effort to reclaim land that had, since the Romans, been marsh. It embodied, as 
Caprotti points out, a larger attempt at controlling migration between urban and rural centers and of 
removing unhealthy zones.  
299 Pennacchi, Il fasciocomunista, 163. “He had joined the MSI recently, a couple of years before, and he 
was a mythical figure from the origins of neofascism. He too had been with the Republic as a teenager and 
he had done what the others had done. He never spoke of it. But then again, he didn’t ever talk about 
anything, at least anything that might have something to do with him. He was tall, study, blond, half bald, 
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In the larger structure of the novel, il Bava is one of the many characters who, like Livio 

Nastri and Bompressi, give a voice to a set of experiences that went largely unaddressed 

in a postwar period bent on forgetting and moving forward. For Accio, as well as the 

other members of the right wing collectives of Latina, Il Bava —who distinguishes 

himself from the other leaders by asserting the importance of action over words—- 

represents a group of individuals that remained faithful to a set of principles even when 

their memories no longer had a place in the development of the emergent Italian state. He 

also embodies the traumas and disappointments of a rather large subset of middle and 

lower class Italy that gained access to positions of social prestige by joining the Italian 

army in World War II, but subsequently emerged from this war vilified. His stories 

(shared with Accio by the other young members of the MSI) speak to other experiences 

that, in the postwar period, unite a group of people who inhabit a space profoundly 

shaped by fascism. For the young men that follow him, Il Bava’s intelligence, charisma, 

and sense of purpose seem to endow this figure with all of the virtues of the new Italian 

man and new Italian state promoted during the ventennio.300 From the very beginning of 

the novel Accio expresses a deep-seated desire for seeing a revolution that will change 

the fabric of society and set right the inequalities that shape his quotidian experiences. 

                                                                                                                                            

and he had a voice deeper than that of an organ. The sound would surround you and you could feel the 
force and authority that almost didn’t emanate from him, but seemed, instead, to come from above. What 
little I know of him, I heard in half whispers from the others…. “Translation mine.  
300 In the novel, the narrator describes Il Bava’s encounter with Manrico and his mother. Despite the 
differences in political affiliation, both remain impressed with the clarity of his visions and his elocution, to 
the point that Accio’s mother allows him to follow Il Bava in his political “azioni.” 
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For a brief period, Il Bava, cloaked as he is the myth of the resilient warrior, appears to 

create the necessary environment for Accio to make a difference. Although his travels 

and political evolution eventually take him away from the MSI toward an active role in 

the movimento studentesco, Accio continues to look to this character for his force of will 

and dedication to the cause. 

 While the novel’s enduring attention to this largely underexplored social milieu 

constitutes one of the more innovative aspects of the text, Il fasciocomunista also 

examines the reverberation of resistance myths during Italy’s creeping May. Among 

Accio’s peers, the reader finds a number of characters that trace their political convictions 

back to the partisans. Francesca and Serse, who befriend the narrator early on in spite of 

his fascist affiliations, are the children of former resistance fighters. Though both credit 

their fathers with shaping their political horizons, the two also embrace those elements of 

the movement that break away from the traditional forms of leftist politics that existed in 

the postwar period. By joining the revolts, these characters give a face to a larger youth 

culture that took on the mantle of the resistance while shunning the compromises and 

defeats of the previous generation. In their respective historiographies, Crainz and 

Ginsborg outline the distancing of the student protestors from the PCI and other 

established political parties, but also from the traditional family structure.301 Accio’s 

relationships with Serse, Francesca, and his brother Manrico (who grows to be one of the 

leaders of the revolt), consequentely provide insights into a generational group that takes 
                                                

301 Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia, 412. Crainz, Il paese mancato, 238.  
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form through memory but that also prides itself on having broken with the past. Through 

characters such as Il Bava, Francesca, and Serse, the narrator provides an ideal reader 

with a variety of nuanced entry points into the memorial currents that made up il 

sessantotto.  

  In a novel that at times closely resembles Eco’s La misteriosa fiamma della 

regina Loana in the number of references and cultural fragments that it brings to the 

attention of the reader, the narrator consistently shifts between an exploration of Latina’s 

smaller memorial communities (through its individual constituents) and the more 

“prominent” characters and events of the collective Italian imagination. As I have 

previously stated, Accio’s travels bring him into contact with characters and places that 

have become, for the contemporary moment, “sites” that “anchor and condense” the 

unexpressed capital of this particular historical event. Through him, the reader revisits the 

first university occupations and the growing climate of tension in cities like Milan, but 

also the emergence of the decade’s iconic songs and the vibrant public debate embodied 

by figures like Pier Paolo Pasolini. Indeed, in one of the more evocative episodes of the 

novel, Accio accepts a ride from Pasolini on his way to Milan.302 This encounter, and the 

argument that ensues between the protagonist and the author, purportedly gives rise to 

Pasolini’s rebuke of the “fascisti rossi” (or red fascists) for Il Corriere della Sera.303 

Although this episode, like the one in which Accio describes his brother Manrico as the 

                                                

302 Pennacchi, Il fasciocomunista, 240.  
303Ibid., 243.  
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heroic protest leader goading the students against the police in the Battle of Valle Giulia, 

plays with historical fact, it also challenges the reader’s understanding of the event and 

provokes him or her to look a little closer. Like the hyperlinks of Eco’s novel, the reader 

is encouraged to follow the historic traces provided and come to his or her own 

conclusions by sifting through “fact” and fiction. While these incidents have been 

examined at length (one need only think of Portelli’s groundbreaking analysis of the oral 

history of the clash between students and police at the Università di Roma’s architecture 

department in 1968), the novel provides an additional viewpoint that endeavors to 

reignite the memorial debate and renegotiate the place of these events in contemporary 

structures of interpretation.304  

When writing on the Il fasciocomunista, scholars and artists alike have remarked 

on the peculiarity of viewing the student revolts through the eyes of such an impulsive 

and, at times, superficial protagonist. In quoting Daniele Luchetti, Gerdien Smit’s article 

(discussed in more detail in the section dedicated to the novel’s cinematic adaptation, Mio 

fratello è figlio unico) goes as far as to intimate a certain lack of intelligence.305 Although 

Accio can undoubtedly be seen as a somewhat naïve character for the better part of the 

novel, the very composition of the text (in particular its intertextuality), lends itself to a 

                                                

304 Alessandro Portelli, The Battle of Valle Giulia: Oral History and the Art of Dialogue (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1997).  
305 Gerdien Smit, “Sognatori, sogni, e sogni infranti nel e (del) cinema italiano contemporaneo: La 
rappresentazione cinematografica del 68’.,” in Il ’68 diffuso. Contestazioni e linguaggi in movimento, ed. 
Silvia Casilio and Loredana Guerrieri (Bologna: Clueb, 2009), 156. Mio fratello è figlio unico, directed by 
Daniele Lucchetti (2007; Burbank: Warner Home Video, 2013), DVD.  
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different reading. The clipped first person narration punctuated by moments of vulgarity, 

violence, and a mix of confidence and self effacement immediately harks back to one of 

the period’s most influential texts: J.D. Salinger’s 1951 Catcher in the Rye.306 As such, 

the novel’s somewhat alienating point of view —which I argue is framed as an inherently 

postmodern incarnation of the presa di parola—becomes a way of tracing the personal 

and social effects of one of the twentieth century’s most influential periods. As a result, 

the narrator provides his reader with a rich sampling of the 1960’s cultural, political, and 

artistic contributions and allows that reader to attribute his or her own importance to each 

disparate entity. These various fragments—whether musical, literary, or part of a specific 

political dogma— are opened once more to the engagement of the reader. Although the 

text gestures to Salinger’s restless narrator through the dominant role of the protagonist’s 

uninhibited first person narration, it is also quick to negate the “restorative” quality of 

such a nostalgic enterprise by alternating between multiple temporal frames of reference. 

References to the decades that followed ’68 and to the present filter through Accio’s 

reflection. When discussing certain moments of his life, particularly moments of 

violence, the immediacy of the experienced events will give way to some consideration 

on their place in a larger historical process: he connects seemingly disparate incidents, 

such as the death of Moro and the acts committed within MSI, to create novel ways of 

                                                

306 Translated by Adriana Motti into Italian as Il giovane Holden, the novel was published by Einaudi in 
1961 and was widely read by the Italian youth of the period.  
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viewing the progression of events.307 Throughout, the relationship of past, present, and 

future remains ever present. The final metanarrative act of the novel, in which Accio 

superimposes his confession to Padre Cavalli with a temporally displaced divulgence to 

his readers, thus serves as a reminder that, in order to move forward, it is necessary to 

reassess the role of the past.  

ACCIO BENASSI AND 1968 AT THE MOVIES: DANIELE LUCHETTI’S MIO FRATELLO È 

FIGLIO UNICO  

 Although Daniele Luchetti’s cinematic adaptation of Pennacchi’s Il 

fasciocomunista draws upon the popularity of the novel, the film differs substantially 

from its literary source in tone, structure, and development. While the informed viewer 

may be able to find some of the original characters and events in Luchetti’s rewriting, the 

complete transformation of other foundational narrative entities signals an almost 

complete disjunction between the two projects. Gone, for the most part, are the 

charismatic figures of il Bava and Serse, as well as many of Accio’s more memorable 

journeys on the Italian highways. These are replaced instead with a closer focus on the 

Benassi family and, in particular, on the relationship between the two brothers.308 The 

very title of the film, which abandons the hybridity suggested by Pennachi’s novel to 

embrace the nostalgic register inherent in Rino Gaetano’s 1977 song “Mio fratello è 

                                                

307 Pennacchi, Il fasciocomunista, 184. 
308 Daniele Luchetti’s film presents its reader with a much smaller family unit from which Otello (Accio’s 
older brother) and Mimi (the younger sister) are absent.  
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figlio unico,” provides the reader with a very different interpretive key for the events that 

will unfold on the screen. If Pennachi’s novel attempts to engage the reader in the 

rearticulation of the events of il sessantotto in a way that evaluates the failures and 

successes of right and left wing political entities alike, Luchetti’s film is somewhat more 

proscriptive in its call for an altruism that exists beyond the confines of political 

affiliation. As in the novel, the plot follows the political evolution of Accio Benassi after 

leaving the seminary in the early 1960s. Although Luchetti’s Accio also gradually 

evolves into a member of the communist party, the character’s political identity is 

somewhat divorced from the events taking place in Italy in the period depicted: his 

participation in the global ’68 is defined primarily through his interactions with his 

siblings. As the movement becomes increasingly violent and his brother Manrico 

embarks upon the path that will lead to his demise, Accio turns away from the ideals of a 

collective revolution to focus on the changes that can be made at home. Through the 

fragmented, subjective perspectives of the Benassi brothers the viewer comes into contact 

with a very different representation of 1968 and its immediate aftermath. While the novel 

plays with the dominant memorial entities of il sessantotto, enticing its reader to look 

more closely by including an almost encyclopedic number of references, Luchetti’s film 

focuses on a much narrower set of experiences that in their singularity gesture to the 

multiplicity of memorial lineages that remain unexamined. As Smit notes in “Sognatori, 

sogni, e sogni infranti nel e (del) cinema italiano contemporaneo: La rappresentazione 

cinematografica del 68’,” larger events such as the Battle of Valle Giulia and the other 
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university occupations are significantly reduced, if not entirely absent, from the film. 

These experiences offer but a taste of the victories, losses, and traumas, the memories of 

which consolidate the smaller groups that make up Italy’s social and political collectives.  

 In L’invenzione della nostalgia Emiliano Morreale cites Mio fratello è figlio unico 

as part of a “sub-genre of the contemporary documentary” (along with La meglio 

gioventù) dedicated to reconstructing the years of political engagement in its “many, if 

confusing, incarnations.”309 He proposes that although these films often look back on this 

period with a critical eye, their very construction circumscribes the influence of the event 

to the past.310 For Morreale, despite the directors’ purported attempts to place il 

sessantotto in dialogue with the present, the “sub-genre’s” nostalgic register encourages a 

detachment on the part of the audience.311 I argue, however, that while the nostalgic 

underpinnings of Mio fratello è figlio unico and the other film discussed below (to which 

Morreale’s analysis explicitly and implicitly gestures) can allow for a passive 

consumption of the narrative, these texts (just like Pennacchi’s novel) make use of 

various nostalgic and mnemonic cues that work to engage the audience more fully with 

the events represented. Not only do the films imbed a multitude of historically 

circumscribed entities (such as songs and news footage from the time period depicted) 

into the narrative structure, they also repeatedly reference literary and cinematic texts and 
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mainstream popular culture. For instance, although Morreale dedicates a brief section of 

his work to the role of Riccardo Scamarcio in the wildly popular onscreen adaptations of 

Federico Moccia’s Tre metri sopra il cielo (2004) and Ho voglia di te (2007), he fails to 

highlight the use made of the actor’s cultural capital throughout the entire series of films 

on the student movements.312 Even though Scamarcio’s box office magnetism during the 

early 2000s undoubtedly plays a considerable role in his appearance throughout the films 

examined below, he also embodies a particular series of immediately recognizable 

characteristics. Not unlike the stock characters of 1950s Italian melodramas, Scamarcio’s 

appearance in a film often carries a particular valence that helps orient the viewer within 

the rhetorical structure of the film.  

While the actor often plays the charismatic romantic hero, his “heroism” is 

enmeshed predominantly in the aesthetic markers of a marginalized, working class (or as 

in 2005’s Romanzo criminale, a criminal sub-proletarian reality) that help highlight the 

failures and weaknesses of an inherently bourgeois status quo.313 If Scamarcio rose to 

                                                

312 Ibid., 234. See Tre metri sopra il cielo, directed by Luca Lucini (2004; Burbank, CA: Warner Home 
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Riccardo Scamarcio’s transition from teen heartthrob to “serious” actor. Although the analysis is largely 
concerned with the way in which Scamarcio’s offscreen persona and his fandom are characterized in 
mainstream discourse, O’Rawe also touches on how these discourses influence the reception of the various 
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fame with his portrayal of Step (a sensitive if rebellious teenager whose brief relationship 

with an upper class, high school student named Babi helps open her eyes to the 

hypocrisies of her social class), the connotations of this role bleed over, to some extent, to 

his portrayal of Manrico Benassi in Mio fratello è figlio unico. Similarly, Elio Germano 

brings his own unique presence to this cinematic adaptation; prior to his performance as 

Accio, he was well known for playing characters ill at ease in their social context in films 

such as Emanuele Crialese’s Respiro (2002) and Giovanni Veronesi’s Che ne sarà di noi 

(2004).314 His performance, as reviewers such as Sheri Linden and others have noted, 

highlights the reflective dimension of the impulsive Accio.315 In his analysis of 

postmodern theatre, Jon Whitmore describes the various horizons of expectations that 

influence the way in which spectators construct meaning when confronted with a given 

event.316 Building on the work of Hans Robert Jauss and Susan Bennett, he argues that 

these frames evolve and rearticulate themselves by constantly drawing from personal, 

social, historical, and artistic experiences that converge with the act of viewing. Although 
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film relies on slightly different parameters than the theatre, the notion of negotiable 

horizons of expectations (through which a director or even writer can “pre-activate” 

certain responses through the inclusion of what Bennett terms “established cultural 

markers”) can easily be applied to the cinematic experience. In Mio fratello è figlio unico, 

as in the other cinematic texts that will be discussed below, the development and 

marketing of the film plays upon an ideal, consuming audience well versed in 

postmodern play and intertextuality.  

 In her chapter on “Sentimental Postmodernism, Identification, and the Feeling 

Audience” Kimberly Chabot Davis identifies a “strain of contemporary culture that 

fosters sympathetic emotions and utopian political desires” through the “interface 

between text and audience, representation and reception.”317 Drawing on Antonio 

Gramsci’s notion of articulation—which she argues, “treats texts and reading practices as 

complex negotiations whose ideological significance is contingent upon social forces in a 

historical moment”— she examines the ways in which certain texts rely on “conventional 

typologies and narrative formulas” but utilize postmodern tactics to engage the audience 

emotionally and intellectually in a renegotiation of established paradigms.318 Mio fratello 

è figlio unico is such a film. Although it ascribes to many of the more traditional elements 

of popular cinema (particularly those of the coming of age film), the construction of the 
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film relies on the audience’s recognition of the multiple perspectives, fragments, and 

references that disrupt a univocal interpretation of il sessantotto.  

 The sessantotto depicted in the film is one rooted in the memorial recollections of 

a spatially and culturally defined community. Latina—which, as previously explored, 

occupies a fundamental role in the development of Accio’s social and political identity in 

Il fasciocomunista— assumes an even greater role in the film. In Italy and 1968, Stuart 

Hilwig defines 1968 in Italy as the “unique intermingling of global and local 

concerns.”319 Luchetti’s adaptation highlights the way in which this transnational climate 

of protest comes to a small community. Despite the fact that Accio hitchhikes, these trips 

are not given the same attention as they are in the novel. Only his trips to Rome and 

Turin, in which he defends his siblings against his former comrades and witnesses the 

death of Manrico respectively, are utilized to signal shifts in ideology and affiliation; the 

others, mostly mentioned in passing, add only to the eccentricity of the character. Indeed, 

Accio himself seems less concerned with discovering other Italian realities than with 

discerning a place for himself in the community he already inhabits. His political journey 

consists not in traversing the Italian peninsula but in working through the various social 

and political currents that influence his family, friends, and neighbors. His involvement 

with the MSI and later the movimento studentesco remains predicated on a recognition of 

the needs of his family and community. When confronted with events that exceed his 
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understanding, the character (and the external narrator) remains silent and their 

significance is left to the inference of the viewer. The film’s vision of ’68 stays rooted 

predominantly in the individual, inherently subjective point of view of its protagonist; it 

is evoked through the songs, images, and information (filtered through Accio’s 

perspective) that reconnect Latina, however ephemerally, to the larger cultural context.  

Although Accio remains the principal narrator throughout the course of the 

movie, with the concurrent presence of an onscreen character and temporally removed 

narrating voice suggesting the presence of multiple frames of interpretation, the amplified 

presence of Manrico in the film fractures the unilinearity of Accio’s narration. The 

embodiment of an increasingly radical left, he redirects the audience’s attention to the 

changing nature of the protests (particularly the shift from an emphasis on the university 

system to the factory) and escalating climate of terror that bring the film into the early 

70s. A more transitory figure than Accio, Manrico’s lives through a series of dynamic, 

fragmentary episodes that delineate his transition from captivating movement leader to 

insurrectionist and ultimately wanted fugitive. Ostensibly recreated by the film’s 

narrating “I” as a part of Accio’s reflection on the formative years of his life, Manrico’s 

experiences are presented as part of a mnemonic legacy that lives on, undigested and 

unspoken, in the collective imagination. When Accio visits Manrico in Turin and 

unwittingly alerts the police to his brother’s location, he is forced to witness the ensuing 

firefight and his brother’s death. The scene shifts between a close up of Accio and a long 

shot of Manrico’s retreating figure to create an eye line that merges Accio’s and the 
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spectator’s viewpoints. When Manrico dies, that viewpoint shifts to bring the viewer 

closer to the body. Throughout the entire scene, the protagonist and the narrator remain 

silent.  

In a film punctuated by episodes of violence, Manrico’s death anchors a number 

of other traumas perpetrated by a social context rooted in an inherently aggressive 

expression of masculinity. In shifting the focus slightly from Accio to the relationship 

between the two brothers, the film is able to track these expressions through two distinct, 

if complementary, portrayals. Accio and Manrico, whose own relationship is articulated 

primarily through the display of force, reflect the larger environment’s inability to find 

resolution through dialogue. Everything from familial disputes to the vindication of his 

sister’s honor to political disagreements are resolved through physical altercation; the 

unmitigated use of violence in the film reaches a point to which, when he punches 

Violetta’s former boyfriend, Accio feels the need to tell him why he’s being beaten so 

that the personal vendetta will not be confused with a political statement. Building on the 

novel’s indictment of the structures of violence that permeated left and right wing 

political collectives alike, the film looks closely at the way in which both groups remain 

tied to preexisting conceptions of masculinity. With the exception of Accio’s father, 

Ettore Benassi, who falls back on his faith rather than take up arms (and is thus dismissed 

by the other characters as a ridiculous, ineffective individual), the men in the community 

establish their identities by fighting one another. These encounters—some of which, as in 

the case of Accio’s fight with Mario Nastri, end in the death of one of the participants—
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lacerate the surrounding community and stifle the more revolutionary aspects of the 

movement.320 The experiences of Manrico and Accio therefore work to underline the 

necessity of looking back at il sessantotto to rediscover alternative spaces for the 

development of a more fruitful expression of male identity. The introduction of 

Manrico’s son, the product of a tumultuous relationship with Francesca (a young 

sessantottina pursued by both brothers), helps further this critique.321 Because Manrico 

embraces the violence of the period while Accio decides to leave it behind after the death 

of Mario Nastri, by the end of the film the child finds himself in the care of his uncle and 

his grandparents. As with Isabella’s daughter in Il cappotto del turco, any understanding 

of his father’s actions and ideas is left to the recounting of those that loved him. The 

events of those years will be revisited and recontextualized through memory and its 

narration; the child’s upbringing will thus be shaped not by the virulent aggression of 

traditional codes of masculinity, but by the influence of a quiet, almost “maternal” 

patriarchal figure that takes the boy by the hand and leads him away from those spaces 

that normativize violence. As his final act of brute force, Accio smashes the window of 

the housing office and pushes his neighbors to occupy the buildings that the state’s 

inefficient bureaucracy has heretofore denied them. This act against the state, an act 

which for the first time in the film stays faithful to the founding goals of the protests and 
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harms no one, allows the Benassi family and other members of their community to 

escape the deplorable conditions of their home and build a new life in a healthier, more 

open environment by the sea. In the film’s final scene, Accio sees his younger self, and 

the two share a complicit smile. The audience is left to imagine that both versions have 

finally managed to quell the restlessness that marked their journey into adulthood.  

Although the film closely examines the memorial legacies that have and continue 

to influence the performance of masculinity, many of the female characters remain fairly 

underdeveloped. Francesca, who in the novel is depicted as a simpering tease, does 

occupy a more prominent and active role in the narrative, but the other women remain in 

the shadows of the male protagonists. Violetta Benassi—a character, interpreted by Alba 

Rohrwacher, who conflates the narrative arc of the Benassi sisters from the novel— is 

initially positioned within the evolving social milieu of the student protests. The viewer 

catches glimpses of her involvement in the movement but also of her sexual awakening. 

While the film goes as far as to present the conflict that follows her parents’ discovery of 

her diaphragm, her narrative ends abruptly and she all but disappears from the narrative 

plane. Amelia Benassi, her mother, remains a comedic, if at times polemic, shadow for 

the duration of the film. Their memorial contributions are consequently left largely 

untapped.  

 Overall, in spite of the limited expressive potentiality afforded its female 

characters, Daniele Luchetti’s Mio fratello è figlio unico creates a nostalgic depiction of 

the 1960s that in looking back, also encourages its viewers to look forward. In an 
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interview with Smit, Luchetti describes his attempts at creating a film that brought into 

focus the similarities between two periods that often appear diametrically opposed. 322 

Although the film plays close attention to the defining cultural markers of 1968 (with its 

soundtrack re-proposing songs from the period and with the noticeable focus on the 

iconic Fiat 500), the director strove to avoid any elements that explicitly relegated the 

events depicted to the past. I have previously discussed the role of Scamarcio’s and 

Germano’s commercial viability in shaping the experience of the viewer, but, as Smit’s 

article points out, other elements contribute to drawing in the audience. The film stays 

away from the confines of the “costume film” by dressing its characters in makeup, 

hairstyles, and clothing that could easily translate into the contemporary period.323 In an 

interview given Smit in May of 2008 the director proposes that this helps endow the 

Benassi family with a timeless quality that underlines the fact that many of the political, 

social, and cultural divisions of the 1960s still exist today.324 Although the film may 

sometimes lapse into an overly romanticized portrayal of how Italy once was (and often 

appears to favor a memoria condivisa, or shared memory of 68) these elements work 

together to endow the film with a nostalgic quality that finds, in a critical evaluation of 

the positive and negative aspects of the period, a space for connection and renewal.  
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MORPHING HISTORY: MICHELE PLACIDO’S IL GRANDE SOGNO 

 Although Smit’s article was published well before the release of Michele 

Placido’s 2009 Il grande sogno, she cites the project among those films that strive to put 

the present in dialogue with the past.325 Like Comencini’s novel, this film draws largely 

from the director’s past as an individual at the margins of the student movement. If, in 

Pennacchi’s Il fasciocomunista the police often functions as an anonymous extension of 

the state, Placido’s work endeavors to give its audience a more nuanced portrayal of the 

young men and women that found themselves on either side of the barricades. Building 

on his own experiences as a southern aspiring actor who joins the police force in the 

1960s as a means of accruing financial independence, Placido creates a filmic text that 

attempts to narrate il sessantotto from two distinct, yet intrinsically interwoven 

perspectives. The film depicts the encounter, love affair, and subsequent estrangement of 

Laura, a Roman upper-middle class university student, and Nicola, a young police officer 

from Puglia (interpreted once again by Riccardo Scamarcio), as they navigate the 

tumultuous events of the years between 1966 and 1969. As in the works described above, 

Placido utilizes critical nostalgia as an investigative tool for revisiting the seemingly 

incongruous experiences of characters that embody the two factions that have shaped 

contemporary understandings of the event. The very title of the film, a reference to 

Nicola’s family history as part of the southern agrarian protests and to the place of ’68 in 
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the contemporary collective imagination, helps imbue the project with a dominant 

nostalgic overtone.326 This overtone unites the personal nostalgia of the viewer (along 

with the film’s implied interior gaze) and a collective longing for this site of memory; it 

helps guide the audience through the film’s larger narrative structure. In providing a 

context for the events depicted it, like the other texts examined in this disseration, does 

not, however, foster a completely passive consumption on the part of the viewer. The 

events portrayed, like the very memorial processes they mimic, are interspersed and 

interrupted by fragments of archival footage that call attention to the film’s multiple 

temporal dimensions and to the unfulfilled potentialities of the period. The viewer is thus 

encouraged to sift through the various mnemonic legacies displayed to construct 

meaning.  

Although Placido’s own memories play a dominant role in the development and 

distribution of the film, the plotline is also heavily influenced by the memorial 

contributions of other individuals involved in the making of the movie and by the media 

representations that— as Hilwig and others have noted—have come to dominate the 

Italian collective memory of il sessantotto.327 In fact, while Luchetti’s film conjures the 

                                                

326 In one of his first conversations with Laura, Nicola quotes his grandfather who referred to the “grande 
sogno” of the southern day laborers who protested the conditions governing farm work in Southern Italy 
and whose attempts at lasting reform were subsequently subdued by landowners and police. For more on 
this topic see, Emanuele Bernardi, “Riforma Agraria, Democrazia Cristiana e Piano Marshall (1948-
1950),” in Democrazia e contadini in Italia nel ventesimo secolo: Il ruolo dei contadini nella formazione 
dell’Italia contemporanea. Volume II, eds. Attilio Esposto and Piero Bevilacqua, 393-424 (Turin: Robin 
Edizioni, 2006).  
327 Gerdien Smit, “Sognatori, Sogni, e Sogni Infranti,” 163. As Smit points out, the character of Laura is 
based predominantly on the sister of Angelo Pasquini, one of the film’s writers. For a discussion of the way 



 203 

years of the student movement predominantly through specific aesthetic markers and 

songs that help orient the viewer, Il grande sogno relies on an additional set of visual 

cues. As previously noted, the film is punctuated by the inclusion of original footage 

drawn from Italian television and emblematic international broadcasts such Martin Luther 

King’s 1963 “I have a dream” speech and the announcement of Che Guevara’s death in 

1967. These clips are then edited seamlessly into the larger narrative structure, with the 

protagonists of the film often reacting to or emerging directly from the older celluloid 

fragments. This digital morphing, a technique that gained renewed popularity following 

the release of Robert Zemeckis’s 1994 Forrest Gump (a film which examines the same 

time period in the United States), simultaneously imbues the film with a sense of 

historical authenticity and raises a number of questions with regard to the function of 

memory in the filmic text.328 

In his essay on the relationship between memory, history, and digital imagery, 

Robert — examines the way in which “the shift from documentary images being 

understood as a trace of the past… to something available for imaginative and poetic 

reconstruction through computer alteration” has changed the way in which films interact 

                                                                                                                                            

in which media outlets have helped shaped dominant memories of 1968 see Hilwig, Italy and 1968, 81. 
Here Hilwig discusses the impact of media coverage on collective perception of the event. He writes: “The 
fact that the Italian press offered its readers two vastly different images of the Italian student movement 
suggests that the Sessantotto was very much a construct of the media. These images positive or negative, 
have become the visual artifacts that are inevitably recalled when one mentions the student revolts of the 
1960s.” Translation mine, italics original.  
328 Robert Burgoyne, “Memory, history and digital imagery in contemporary film,” in Memory and 
Popular Film, ed. Paul Grainge (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 223.  
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with the historical events they seek to represent.329 He proposes that, in its current 

permutation, the cinema emerges as a medium that maintains a strong claim on the past 

while refusing “history in the traditional sense of origins, authenticity and 

documentation.”330 As with the compilation film discussed in both the previous chapter 

and below, each disparate filmic entity thus signals the presence of various, coexisting 

temporalities and possible interpretations. In her chapter on “The Charge of the Real: 

Embodied Knowledge and Cinematic Consciousness,” Vivian Sobchack posits that the 

inclusion of documentary footage in a fiction film often stimulates the “documentary 

consciousness” of its audience.331 For Sobchack this consciousness manifests as “a 

particular mode of embodied and ethical spectatorship that informs and transforms the 

space of the irreal into the space of the real.”332 When the images produced touch upon a 

particularly relevant part of the audience’s embodied experience, this transformation 

carries an ethical charge (which Sobchack terms the “charge of the real”) that engages the 

audience as a responsible party in the production of meaning.333 Although Burgoyne 

focuses at length on the way in which digital morphing can distract the audience from 

any deeper understanding or engagement with the historical event represented by acting 

as a simulacrum of memory, he also explores how the manipulation of historically 
                                                

329 Ibid. 
330 Ibid. 
331 Vivian Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkeley: University of 
California, 2004), 261.  
332 Ibid. 
333 Ibid., 272.  
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determined images can provide viewers with a more nuanced understanding of the 

historical archive.334 He describes this as follows:  

But in fact, this form of visual history, one that uses documentary images in the 
service of storytelling that freely mixes fictional, factual and speculative 
discourses, gives us a history of the future that is in some ways very like the 
mythic histories of the past…documentary images may no longer signify the 
facticity of past events, per se, but rather convey the sense that they are 
representations of the past, a representation that may be employed for the 
purpose of metaphor, irony, analogy or argument, and that they may be used in 
such a way that a certain poetic truth may emerge in the telling.335 
 

The poetic truth described above speaks to the mythopoetic processes inscribed in Wu 

Ming’s uchronic spaces. In Placido’s Il grande sogno the included archival footage opens 

a brief window into the events depicted and allows the viewer to consider the “what if” of 

forgotten memorial legacies. In addition to revisiting personal experiences of dominant 

sites of memory like the Battle of Valle Giulia, the film also provides glimpses of the 

more private spheres of human interaction.  

 As one of the focal characters of the piece, Laura (interpreted by Jasmine Trinca), 

provides the viewer with some insight into the private lives of the female protestors. She 

initially emerges, like many of the other characters, from a series of clips that reproduce 

footage from the 1966 marches of the student movement. As the plot unfolds, her story 

takes shape through these clips, but also through the footage recorded by her brother 

(which adopts the stylistic markers of the home video) and the “omniscient” gaze of the 

camera. These three “sources,” each with its own unique rhetorical valence, allow the 

                                                

334 Burgoyne, “Memory, History, and Digital Imagery,” 232.  
335 Ibid., 234.  
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viewer to follow Laura as she develops a political voice, explores her sexuality with 

Nicola and Libero (one of the leaders of the movement, interpreted by Luca Argentero), 

and struggles to reconcile familial life with newfound forms of social and political 

emancipation. Her experiences, like those of the protagonists of Il cappotto del turco, 

narrate the political from the point of view of the private. Her connections with fellow 

protestors, her parents, and Nicola provide a lens into the larger mechanisms at play. As 

she and Nicola move through the more historically charged moments of the Roman 

student protests, the camera’s focus on the individual helps draw attention to moments of 

collective triumph or disappointment, but also to highly personal victories and grief. 

Their experiences help rearticulate iconic images as part of multiple, coexisting structures 

of interpretation. The juxtaposition of historically recognizable media images, 

“rediscovered” home videos, and filmic text thus helps highlight the traumas and 

forgotten mnemonic inheritances that exist in the unarticulated spaces among individual 

experience, collective memory, and statist-driven narratives.  

The gradual disintegration of the family unit as witnessed by Laura offers a 

particularly provocative example. As an entity with an iconic place in Italian culture and 

as the structure that endured the brunt of the changes brought by il sessantotto, the 

bourgeois family occupies a central role in Placido’s film.336 If, as Passerini, Hilwig, 

                                                

336 Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia, 412. Ginsborg notes that the student revolt’s attack on the family was one of 
the defining characteristics of the movement. He observes that, for the first time in the history of the 
republic, Italy’s youth criticized the family as a site of oppression and alienation. This sentiment was 
captured by slogans (alluded to by Passerini as well) declaring their wish to become orphans.  
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Ginsborg and others have posited, the student revolt often consisted in the contestation 

and severing of traditional kinship ties or in the uneasy truce between two generations 

that seemed unable to truly communicate, Il grande sogno highlights this conflict and its 

role in individual and shared memories.337 While Comencini’s, Pennacchi’s, and 

Luchetti’s works provide their readers with fleetingly ironic depictions of inter-

generational conflict, the devastating impact of Laura and her brothers’ involvement in 

the protests is given ample space within the narrative. Here the metaphorical death of the 

heteronormative, middle class family espoused by the sessantottini in Passerini’s 

Autoritratto di Gruppo takes form.  

Like the viewer, Laura’s parents first come into contact with the student revolt 

through the images of the protests and their understanding is shaped almost entirely by 

the period’s media accounts. As the camera follows Laura, and the narrative expands to 

include her two brothers, the viewer gains access to the private spheres of the home. This 

access enables the audience to “witness” the evolving influence of the protests on the 

family unit. They watch the arguments and silences that take over as the parents struggle 

to control their children, even the youngest of whom eventually finds his place among the 

protestors. Their growing disappointment and their children’s participation in the period’s 

escalating violence fractures the harmony and stability of the family. Andrea’s part in an 
                                                

337 Passerini, Autoritratto, 37. See also Stuart J. Hilwig, “’Are You Calling Me a Fascist?’: A Contribution 
to the Oral History of the 1968 Italian Rebellion,” Journal of Contemporary History 36, no. 4 (2001): 581-
597. Here Hilwig has collected the oral contributions of four members of the “older generation” whose 
childrens were active participants of the student protests. While he underlines the fact that not all 
relationships between generations were inherently hostile, he does point out the discursive differences 
recalled by the participants of his study.  
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attack —which the director presents through an almost cartoonish scene in which Andrea 

and two other students ride their scooter through black and white newsreels and throw 

Molotov cocktails in protest against Nixon —signals the collapse of their family structure 

and, by extension, the tenuous balance of Italy’s creeping May. When Andrea becomes a 

fugitive and must go into hiding, their father becomes ill and, shortly thereafter, dies. His 

death, the staging of which somewhat resembles the deathbed scenes of the classic 

postwar melodrama in lighting and composition, is preceded by a moment of clarity and 

dialogue: in embracing his children for the last time, he once again exhorts his son to be 

true to himself. Moments after his death, Andrea and Libero (as well as Andrea’s 

girlfriend) are arrested by the police. In one of the last scenes of the film, Laura’s 

youngest brother, Giulio, replays the footage of a lighthearted episode during the first 

university occupation; re-purposed through the aesthetic markers of an 8mm projection, 

the footage gradually comes into focus to show Laura and others as they ride their 

bicycles on the rooftop of the university. This clip is immediately overshadowed by 

another home video (taken some time after the father’s death) in which Libero and the 

two brothers sit around a visibly pregnant Laura; a note informs the viewer of their lives 

after ’68. The audience is therefore prompted to feel nostalgia for the more innocent 

moments of the student revolt and for the ephemeral climate of change they engendered. 

Although this can unquestionably be viewed as a clumsy way of representing the student 

protestors’ proclaimed “orphanhood” and their chosen, alternative family structures, it 

also brings the viewer’s attention to the interrupted dialogues and unacknowledged 
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traumas that accompanied this moment of profound conflict. Their father’s death and the 

symbolic dissolution of their family, rather than the individual clashes between students 

and police, serve as the film’s climatic epicenter. Not only do the father’s final words and 

death signal the unfulfilled potential of a deeper understanding between generations, but 

Nicola’s involvement with the police (through which he attempts to mediate Giulio’s 

final visit to his father) constitutes a final break in his relationship with Laura and thus, 

an end to any possibility of exchange between politically and socially constituted peer 

groups.338 Nicola’s life, shot as a diagetic element of the film and not as part of the 

memories of Laura’s family (shared with the audience through the incorporation of 

Giulio’s home movies), continues on an altogether different path.  

The other dominant viewpoint in the film, Nicola’s interactions with the same 

nostalgic fragments suggests an altogether different interpretation from that inscribed in 

Laura’s individual experience or in the memories of the group with which she ultimately 

aligns herself. Although Placido’s film can undoubtedly be viewed as a less critically and 

economically successful attempt to mimic Daniele Luchetti’s Mio fratello è figlio unico 

or —as will be discussed in the next chapter—Marco Tullio Giordana’s La meglio 

gioventù (with the repeated presence of Riccardo Scamarcio and Jasmine Trinca creating 

a visual continuity between these filmic texts), the centrality of a southern, working class 

protagonist offers the viewer an alternative point of entry into the historical event at the 

                                                

338 It should be noted that, throughout the film, Laura and Nicola’s relationship also parallels her father’s 
illness, linking the actualization of her desires to the grief for her family.  
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center of the film.339 In the character of Nicola, the audience finds a fictional character 

that, through his own gradual presa di parola, brings attention to the disjunction between 

the students’ social background and their political platforms; he is, to a certain extent, the 

cinematic embodiment of the very “child of poverty” commiserated with by Pier Paolo 

Pasolini in his denunciation of the student movement for L’Espresso on June 16, 1968.340 

While this representation loses some of its expressive potentiality in the heavy handed, 

even campy, depiction of Nicola’s immediate social circle (the fotoromanzo-devouring 

prostitute and the soliloquizing colonel are particularly jarring) and in the total absence of 

Nicola’s family in the film, the character provides a significant, if evanescent, 

juxtaposition to the inherently charming, politically resolute figure of the sessantottino 

that dominates cinematic and literary representations of the 1990s and 2000s. When 

compared to the male protagonists of Luchetti’s film or even to Libero, Nicola is a 

politically immature, halting figure who finds himself in the midst of an event that he 

does not fully understand and that often seems detached from his experience, needs, and 

desires, as well as from those of the unseen cultural subset that he represents. His 

tentative involvement in the movement and his subsequent marginalization gesture to a 

                                                

339 Although Giordana’s film also examines il sessantotto, due its emphasis on the violence of the later part 
of the movement and on the strategy of tension implemented in the 1970s and 1980s, it will be included in 
my discussion of Italian terrorism and the years of lead in the subsequent chapter of this dissertation.  
340 Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Il PCI ai giovani,” L’Espresso, June 16, 1968, http://temi.repubblica.it/espresso-
il68/1968/06/16/il-pci-ai-giovani/?printpage=undefined. In this now-infamous contribution to L’Espresso 
Pasolini expressed his sympathy for the police officers charged with breaking up student protests by 
highlighting the social iniquities that contributed to the specific formation of both groups.  
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forgotten social and political reality that has yet to be fully addressed by those entities 

that shape shared understandings of ’68.  

 Although Placido’s Il grande sogno often resorts to banal characterizations or plot 

developments (particularly as regards the “authority” figures depicted in the film or 

Laura’s love triangle with Libero and Nicola), it also provides a number of discursive 

platforms for examining the role of 1968 in contemporary Italian society. In evoking the 

nostalgic aura of the event through the use of various types of footage and also, to a lesser 

extent, an emotionally charged soundtrack (Barry McGuire’s “Eve of Destruction” for 

instance), the film pushes its viewers to look more closely at the events depicted. In a 

recent review of the film for Avanti! Barbara Conti remarks on the attention given to the 

positive and negative aspects of the revolt, as well as to the underdeveloped points of 

contact between groups that failed to acknowledge the inherent similarities of their 

situations.341 While Conti’s evaluation of the evenhandedness of this cinematic portrayal 

is somewhat trite (especially when one considers the limited space given Nicola’s social 

group), her review does touch upon the film’s more evocative elements. As a work 

concerned with the “dream” of the 1960s, Placido’s contribution demonstrates a marked 

attempt to examine the way in which the pursuit of that dream impacted individuals and 

the larger social context. It gives space to the triumphs of sexual and social emancipation, 

but also to the violence and grief that often accompanied any attempt at revolution. By 

                                                

341 Barbara Conti, “Tv: ‘Il grande sogno’ di Michele Placido per raccontare il ’68,” Avanti!, last updated 
July 31, 2014, http://www.avantionline.it/2014/07/tv-il-grande-sogno-di-michele-placido-per-raccontare-il-
68/#.VLywelrVlYY.  
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focusing on the characters that exist in the cracks of historical representation, the film 

shifts the attention of the audience away from the comestible trappings of the period. In 

so doing, nostalgia becomes a way of emphasizing the need for revolutionary action in 

the present while acknowledging the role that brutality played in ending a season of 

promise. The protagonists’ revolutionary zeal and their search for connection are placed 

in the forefront. These qualities, and not the period itself, are offered as a potential 

remedy for the shortcomings of the present sociopolitical context.  

THE ABC’S OF PROTEST: GIOVANNI BERTOLUCCI’S IN CERCA DEL SESSANTOTTO 

 Although its nostalgic register is far less accentuated, Giovanni Bertolucci’s In 

cerca del sessantotto: Tracce e Indizi (1996) also engages directly with footage from the 

period but does so through the medium of the compilation or “appropriation film” film.342 

Like Francesca Comencini’s In fabbrica, Bertolucci’s documentary—developed with the 

Archivio Audiovisivo del Movimento Operaio e Democratico (or AAMOD) for the series 

Diario del novecento— utilizes archival footage to tell the story of a specific event from 

a skewed, if familiar, point of view.343 While Comencini’s film utilizes fragments from 

newsreels and exposés to recount Italian industry and the economic boom as experienced 

                                                

342 In cerca del sessantotto: Tracce e Indizi, directed by Giuseppe Bertolucci (1996; Rome: Fondazione 
Archivio Audiovisivo del Movimento Operaio e Democratico, 1996), VHS. The film is part of a larger 
anthology (of over 10 videologues) dedicated to important events throughout the 1900s and produced by 
AAMOD, or Archivio Audiovisivo del Movimento Operaio e Democratico. The appropriation film, a term 
used by Jamie Baron, will be explored further below. It refers, generally, to films that “appropriate footage” 
from other sources to advance an alternative interpretation of a given event.  
343 The name of the organization can be roughly translated to the audiovisual archive of the democratic and 
worker movement.  
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by individuals whose own personal stories are often forgotten in the dominant narratives 

of state and industrial apparatuses, Bertolucci’s documentary offers its audience a re-

imagined chronology of il sessantotto through the very terminology that has come to 

“anchor, condense, and express” its legacy in present-day Italian society.344 Indeed, the 

film provides a thematic roadmap to the movement (with its national and transnational 

elements) through the encyclopedic arrangement of various audio and visual entities 

under 23 distinct entries such as alluvione, antifascismo, consumismo, contestazione, 

democristiano, fiat, sciopero, and sconfitta.345 Through them, the director presents his 

audience with material chronicling well-known events such as the death of Paolo Rossi, 

the Battle of Valle Giulia, and the protests at the Sorbonne. This organization, which 

simultaneously suggests an alternative pedagogy of 1968 and taps into the nostalgic 

register of its audience by presenting them with emotionally charged concepts and 

images, works to subvert notions of the creeping May as a failed, and therefore irrelevant, 

revolution. Instead, the text encourages the viewer to re-assess the ways in which these 

terms (and their respective mnemonic legacies) continue to shape individual and 

collective experiences of Italian society and to revisit the event from an alternative, and 

potentially more fruitful, perspective.   

In “The archive effect: archival footage as an experience of reception,” Jamie 

Baron builds on Sobchack’s notion of the documentary as a genre dependent on “a 
                                                

344 Pierre Nora, Between Memory and History, 24. Note to self: Check for citation consistency.  
345 Flooding, antifascism, consumerism, contestation, Christian Democrats, FIAT, strike, and defeat 
respectively.  
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relation between viewer and text” to propose the notion of the “appropriation film.”346 

For Baron, the concept of “appropriation,” under which he groups both found footage and 

compilation films as well as some forms of experimental cinema, re-appropriates footage 

from a variety of sources in an effort to destabilize more “appropriate” historical 

narratives. He posits that these films, which make ample use of “archival and found 

footage,” utilize the “particular filmmaking strategies” of their genres in order to 

“produce a particular effect or evoke a particular kind of consciousness in the viewer, 

however much that effect and consciousness can never be guaranteed.”347 For Baron, the 

“appropriation film” depends on the audience’s recognition of the footage presented as 

“coming from another time, or from another context of use or intended use.”348 He 

suggests that this recognition, which relies on the individual experiences of the viewer 

but which also plays upon the recurrence of certain images in the collective imaginary, 

helps generate a sense of “multiple contexts and double meanings” however 

indeterminate such meanings may be.349 These, in turn, invite an ideal spectator to 

evaluate the way in which the excerpts work for or against presiding historical narratives 

                                                

346 Jamie Baron, “The Archive Effect: Archival Footage as an Experience of Reception,” Projections: The 
Journal for Movies and Mind 6, no. 2 (2012): 104. Vivian Sobchack, “Toward a Phenomenology of 
Nonfictional Film Experience,” in Collecting Visible Evidence, ed. Michael Renov and Jane Gaines 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 241. 
347 Ibid. In the introductory part of his discussion Baron seeks to complicate Zyrd’s distinction between 
found and archival footage.  
348 Ibid. 
349 Ibid., 113.  
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and the perceived intent of the director.350 Although, I find that Baron’s designation of a 

separate term for this body of works does little to clear up the “nebulous boundary” 

between found footage and compilation films, his notion of appropriation helps bring into 

focus a number of practices underwriting the filmic text in question.351 In the context of 

Bertolucci’s documentary, I argue that the footage drawn from the AAMOD works 

within the genre of the “appropriation” or “compilation film” to evidence the disjunction 

between sign and referent and involve the viewer in the construction of meaning; this 

involvement—just like the proposed alphabetization of the student movement—allows 

for the re-articulation of the role of the event within extant and emergent subjectivities. 

The limited authority of the nostalgic narrator, the resistance of many of the archival 

documents to full incorporation within the text, and the dislocation of linear time (a trope 

found throughout Bertolucci’s larger body of work) highlight the concurrent presence of 

a singular understanding of the event and the possibility of multiple interpretations. 

 The work begins with a declared disavowal of any attempt toward completeness 

or objectivity. The narrator, presumably Bertolucci himself, tells the audience that, when 

confronted with finding a logical thread from among the multitude of texts in the 

archives, he immediately turned to alphabetical order as the “most elementary and 

perhaps most neutral” means of organizing the sounds and images that marked the 

                                                

350 Ibid., 113-114. 
351 Jaime Baron, The Archive Effect: Found footage and the audiovisual experience of history (New York: 
Routledge, 2014), 8. 
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“happiest and most stressful moment of his life.”352 This introduction, couched as it is in 

a rhetoric of self-reflexivity and fragmentation, serves to remind and reiterate the 

documentary’s role as a search for, rather than a representation of, the significance of the 

past in relation to the present. The nostalgia that underpins this otherwise largely 

unemotional view into the events of ’68 is, from the start, heavily linked to the subjective 

viewpoint of a single individual who acknowledges the limitations of his interpretive 

paradigm. The restrictions of a nostalgic pastiche are thus laid bare and the viewer is 

encouraged to confront his own understanding of (and emotional reaction to) the 

materials presented with the definition (whether auditory or visual) given by the film. In 

the clips that follow his introductory remarks, Bertolucci’s narrating “I” often fades away 

to allow the voices of the past or even silence to take over the narrative plane. In so 

doing, the film works to circumscribe its own interpretation of the events—which by their 

very inclusion in the film, participate in a structure of meaning— and to provide the 

viewers with “hyperlinks” that provide a platform for engagement and investigation.  

 The limitations of Bertolucci’s presa di parola assumes particular significance 

with regard to two of the topics on which the narrator remains completely silent: 

consumismo and i neri. In the first, following an excerpt on i cattivi (or the bad) in which 

the contorted faces of political figures such as Richard Nixon and Lyndon B. Johnson 

flash across the screen, the director presents his viewers with a cortometraggio or short 

film that equates the female body with the decade’s iconic consumer good: the FIAT 500. 
                                                

352 Bertolucci, In cerca del sessantotto.  
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This brief excerpt shows a man sleeping in bed next to his wife when he is suddenly 

awakened by desire (as embodied by a cartoon tiger). As he reaches over to the woman 

lying beside him and begins to caress her sleeping form, the scene changes to depict him 

stroking his car. Over the course of the next two minutes, the scene shifts repeatedly 

between the two images to create a graphic match that unequivocally equates the car with 

the woman; throughout, the man’s sexual enjoyment of the two “objects” remains 

unchanged. On the one hand, this episode can be interpreted as a satirical commentary on 

the fetishism of material culture that reached new heights during the economic miracle. 

The Fiat 500 and the company itself are highly emblematic of the rapid processes of 

industrialization and Americanization that occurred in Italy in the 1950s.353 The widening 

availability of motorized transport (which, beyond Fiat’s burgeoning line of automobiles, 

included Piaggio’s Vespa) signaled major changes to the fabric of mainstream Italian 

culture, particularly with regard to leisure time and unprecedented mobility throughout 

the peninsula.354 On the other hand, the short film ends with the man using the woman’s 

breast as a horn, therefore underscoring the commodification of the female body that 

underwrote the feminine experience during the economic miracle as well as the “social 

revolution” of the 1960s. As one of the few female figures in the film (with the exception 

                                                

353 See Paolo Scrivano, “Signs of Americanization in Italian Domestic Life: Italy’s Postwar Conversion to 
Consumerism,” Journal of Contemporary History 40, no. 2 (2005): 331. Scrivano writes: “One telling 
example is an advertisement for a small, mass-market car, the Fiat 600, showing what the new ideal of 
domesticity had become.”  
354 For a deeper discussion of the role of FIAT automobiles in postwar Italy see, Ferdinando Fasce, "Voglia 
di automobile. Fiat e pubblicitā negli anni del dopoguerra," Contemporanea 4, no. 2 (2001): 205-224. 
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of the women who occupy the background of the other integrated fragments), the 

objectified woman, along with the narrator’s silence, speaks to an unacknowledged 

memorial legacy. While il sessantotto provided the necessary cultural environment for a 

re-visitation of women’s rights (that culminated in greater sexual freedom and the law on 

divorce), the student movement often failed to address systemic inequality, particularly 

within its own ranks. As has been previously noted in the section on Comencini’s Il 

cappotto del turco, feminist scholars such as Passerini have observed that women were 

frequently encouraged to fulfill traditional roles despite the general climate of change. 

The narrator, and indeed the film’s, metaphorical silence on the subject can thus be read 

as way of highlighting unacknowledged structures of subjugation of those voices that, 

even in the present moment, remain unheard.  

 This focus on the silenced subsets of the Italian population—past and present— 

emerges once again in the section entitled neri. This brief filmic excerpt, drawn from a 

1966 newsreel of the Blank Panthers, shows black protestors contesting, through song, 

acts of violence perpetrated against the African-American community by police. It goes 

almost without saying that, as a movement that encapsulated local and global concerns, 

the Italian sessantotto also drew upon the American civil rights movement and its general 

climate of protest to articulate its critique of capitalist, imperialist, and philo-fascist 

structures of signification. Scholars such as Nanni Balestrini, Primo Moroni, and Anna 

Tonelli have proposed that the Italian student movement drew many elements of its 

“theoretical and political strategies” from renowned “third world” and anti-imperialist 
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advocates such as Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, Ho Ci Minh, and Malcolm X.355 Benedetto 

Coccia further proposes that these figures, many of which were far removed from the 

quotidian experience of the average Italian student protestor, provided the myth of a “new 

man” that allowed for a figurative break with past notions of identity and helped orient 

the sessantottino in the emergent sociopolitical reality.356 A perfunctory survey of 

photographs and films from the period reveals the way in which even the aesthetic codes 

(reflected in dress and bodily performance) of the Italian student movement drew not just 

from the resistance but also from other protesting collectives, including the Black 

Panthers. In presenting this fragment of text (along with the inclusion of footage of 

Martin Luther King and the Kennedys under the heading of buoni), the director 

acknowledges the fundamental role of the American Civil Rights Movement in his 

memories and in the collective imaginary of his generation.357 Like the section dedicated 

to consumismo, however, the director’s silence with regard to the clip and its singularity 

when compared to the film’s other topics of inquiry helps alert the viewer to the footage’s 

subtle resistance against a seamless integration into the larger narrative structure. If, as 

Baron proposes, the appropriation film relies on the spectator’s realization of the 

                                                

355 Nanni Balestrini and Primo Moroni, L’orda d’oro 1968-1977: La grande ondata rivoluzionaria e 
creativa, politica ed esistenziale (Milan: Feltrinelli, 2003), 76. 
356 Benedetto Coccia, Quarant'anni dopo: il sessantotto in Italia fra storia, società e cultura, (Rome: 
Editrice APES, 2008), 55. 
357 Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia, 409. Here Ginsburg notes that, during the 1960s (due largely to the United 
State’s actions in Vietnam), the “American myth” of economic prosperity and modernization is gradually 
supplanted by a growing fascination with the American “of university campuses in revolt against the war, 
of Californian communes and counterculture, and of Black Power.” Translation mine.  
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material’s “temporal disparity,” and consequently the embodied “now and then” within a 

text, then the inclusion of the Black Panther footage (anomalous in a film more eloquent 

in its evocation of the French and Italian student movements) helps provoke a deeper 

investigation of Italy’s more recent relationship to the black body politic.358 Baron 

defines the function of temporal disparity as follows: “The notion of temporal disparity 

raises questions about when and where the line of significant difference between past and 

present may be drawn. At what point does the past become history? At what point does 

historical hindsight emerge so that a new temporal context of knowledge is put into 

play?”359 In many ways, Bertolucci’s film elicits many of these questions from its 

viewers. Produced and released in the 1990s, In cerca del sessantotto appears at a 

moment in which Italy—due to the unparalleled immigration from North Africa, Asia, 

and the Middle East— had to confront its identity as a former colonial power and as an 

emergent multiracial society.360 The film, which in its final scenes appears to underline 

the inherent impossibility of an immediate revolution and characterize the movement’s 

aspirations for change as a viable project that can be embraced by later generations, 

draws the viewer’s focus to the issue of racial inequality and its part in extant grammars 

                                                

358Baron, “The Archive Effect,” 106.  
359 Ibid. 
360 For a dicussion of Italy’s emergent multiracial reality see Cristina Lombardi-Diop and Caterina Romeo, 
eds., Postcolonial Italy: Challenging National Homogeneity (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012).  
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of subjugation.361 In so doing, it pushes that viewer to re-assess his relationship with the 

mnemonic traces of the United State’s civil rights movement and to finally articulate an 

alternative space for the construction of an identity politics that reflects the multiplicity of 

contemporary Italian society.  

 Although these textual fragments and others offer spectators a compelling array of 

entry points into the memorial inheritances of il sessantotto, the film suffers at times from 

a visual redundancy that stems from the repeated use of footage from the PCI’s series 

Terzo Canale. While the use of these episodes undoubtedly provides the viewer with 

significant, and even vital, discursive platforms for an alternative history of ’68, their 

dominance throughout a film whose very structure suggests multiplicity undermines the 

evocative potentiality of the text; the heavy handedness of the fragments themselves and 

their unifying stylistic markers often give the documentary a more proscriptive or 

revisionist tone than originally suggested by the implementation of an alternate 

chronological organization. They remind the viewer of the provenance of the material 

and of AAMOD’s dedication to preserving and promoting the history of the Italian Left. 

As Gabriele D’Autilia, general director for the archives, writes for Il suono e l’immagine, 

these images “document the history of work, of the labor and union movements, of the 

political parties of the Italian Left, of their civil and political battles, and beyond this, of 

social mobilization and collective moments, of liberation movements in other countries, 

                                                

361 The film contains an extended interview in French in which the two participants compare 1968 to the 
slow building of St. Peter’s (which looms behind them) to suggest that no immediate change can take place, 
but that it is necessary to lay the foundations for progress. 
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especially from the end of the 1940s to today.”362 Despite the film’s overreliance on the 

archival contributions of this particular cinelogue, the temporal disjunction of the film 

and the juxtaposition of recognizable (or iconic) and obscure filmic texts help mitigate 

the univocality of certain representations and highlight the spaces open to renegotiation. 

The discursive weaknesses of the film— in a gesture that mirrors more contemporary 

archival practices—are laid bare from the very beginning by a curator who points to the 

lacunae of personal, collective, and historical representations. The necessity of inquiry 

and the impossibility of a totalizing truth are ever present. Like Comencini’s 

documentary and the other works analyzed in chapter three, Bertolucci’s In cerca del ’68 

helps disinter the circumscribed entities of the postmodern archive and to emphasize the 

dialogic relationship of past and present.  

The title of Bertolucci’s documentary encapsulates a larger process that can be 

found in all five of the works examined above. The search for ’68 that transpires from 

these narratives is, at its core, a search for images, strategies, and indeed a voice that can 

be utilized to respond to the deficiencies (old and new) of the present. The emergence of 

novels, films, and plays that advance innovative ways of engaging with il sessantotto 

gestures to a shared concern with the currents that give form to contemporary Italian 

                                                

362 Gabriele D’Autilia, “La Fondazione Archivio Audiovisivo del Movimento Operaio e Democratico: il 
patrimonio e le attività di Valorizzazione della cinematografia nonfiction,” in Il suono e l’immagine. 
Tutela, valorizzazione e promozione dei beni audiovisivi, ed. Massimo Pistacchi (Bari: Edipuglia, 2008),68. 
“Le immagini documentano la storia del lavoro, del movimento operaio e sindacale, dei partiti della sinistra 
italiana, delle loro battaglie politiche e civili, ed inoltre delle mobilitazioni sociali e dei movimenti 
collettivi, dei movimenti di liberazione in altri paesi, soprattutto dalla fine degli anni quaranta a oggi.” 
Translation Mine.  
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society. While the influence of the event’s thirty- and forty-year anniversaries inevitably 

accounts for the sheer number of texts produced in the 1990s and early 2000s, these 

works also articulate the generational divide that has marked the last fifty years. In 

previous chapters, I have discussed the way in which the so-called “twilight of memory” 

has influenced a resurgence in works that deal with the dominant events of recent Italian 

history. Unlike many of the works described in the previous chapters, those dedicated to 

’68 are often shaped by the autobiographical experiences of their authors, most of whom 

either participated directly in the protests directly or witnessed their effects first hand. 

Although the above texts likewise respond to a perceived weakness in shared memorial 

practices, they also reflect the urgency felt by an older generation when faced with the 

immediacy of an emergent governing class that seems unable to muster the revolutionary 

spirit of their parents. Texts like Pivato’s previously discussed Vuoti di Memoria and 

Elisabetta Ambrosi and Alessandro Rosina’s Non è un paese per giovani comment on the 

general inability or unwillingness of Italy’s youth to face the issues that have stalled 

Italy’s social, political and economic growth. Ambrosi and Rosina aptly summarize this 

viewpoint in their introduction:  

In un simile contesto, ci si aspetterebbero dure forme di rivolta e protesta da parte 
dei giovani. Invece le loro reazioni, se così si possono definire, sono assenti, 
oppure scarsamente efficaci. Troppo accondiscendenti nell’esser trattati più come 
figli che come cittadini, nel chiedere come favore dai genitori quanto negli altri 
paesi si ottiene dallo stato come diritto, in loro hanno prevalso il disincanto, 
l’inerzia, l’arte tutta italiana di andare avanti vivacchiando. Rassegnati come chi 
si sente impotente di fronte a una forza superiore che lo travolge. 363 

                                                

363 Elisabetta Ambrosi and Alessandro Rosina, Non è un paese per giovani. L’anomalia italiana: una 
generazione senza voce (Venice: Marsilio editori, 2009), 8. “In a similar context, one could expect strong 
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Gerdien Smit’s article reveals a similar point of view at the basis of cinematic retellings 

of ’68. In her article, she cites Luchetti, Placido, and Stefano Rulli (author of the 

screenplay for La meglio gioventù) as they express the distinct desire to inspire the 

younger generations to express their social and political needs with their work.364  

Although grievances with the younger generation have always been a dominant 

hallmark of transitional periods in human history and the strong nostalgic impulse behind 

such statements is easily discernible, the artists and critics cited above are also reacting 

against a social context steeped in the indifference of the late postmodern period. In 

utilizing the dominant tropes of postmodern artistic production—fragmentation, plurality, 

the disavowal of master narratives, and intertextuality—within the framework of a critical 

nostalgia, they subvert the expressive constraints that have come to dominate artistic 

revisitations of the past. In championing the inherent plurality of the memories of their 

own generation they simultaneously seek to acknowledge the importance of 

postmodernity in challenging dominant hierarchies of knowledge and reclaim its 

strategies as a means of engaging with the outside world. The 1960s, a period which in 

many ways set the course of postmodernism as it is understood today, thus becomes a 

                                                                                                                                            

forms of protest and revolts on the part of the young. Instead, their reactions, if one can define them as 
such, are absent, or insufficiently effective. [They are] too consenting to being treated as children rather 
than as citizens, to asking their parents to favor them with things that other countries give as rights; 
disenchantment, inactivity, and the inherently Italian art of getting by have prevailed in them. They are 
resigned like someone who feels impotent in the face of a superior force that overwhelms them.” 
Translation mine.  
364 Gerdien Smit, “Sogni, Songatori, e Sogni Infranti,” 151, 156, 165.  
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particularly compelling moment for the renegotiation of current identity politics through 

imaginative reconstruction. The same events and structures that appear in the pastiches of 

the revolt work to suspend the detachment perpetrated by mainstream commodity culture: 

the re-articulation of the family and events like Paolo Rossi’s death or the Battle of Valle 

Giulia offer an incisive lens into the “smaller” realities that underwrote the event as it is 

collectively remembered. The works examined in this chapter provide the viewers with a 

wide host of characters— both fictional and autobiographical— whose experiences and 

memories speak to the elements of the student revolt that can still be discerned today. 

Although they acknowledge the currents of violence that would bring Italy into the anni 

di piombo, they do so while evidencing the differences between these two periods and 

endorsing the specificity of il sessantotto’s memorial contributions. 
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Chapter Four 

Recomposing the Lacerated Body of State: Gli Anni di Piombo in Text and 

Memory 

While many of the authors and directors cited in the previous chapter focus primarily on 

the early years of the student movements and its “forgotten” virtues or shortcomings, 

their works also gesture to the climate of terror that would immediately follow. In fact, 

their respective texts, permeated as they are by a critique of the period’s escalating 

brutality, often attempt to identify the very roots of the anni di piombo. The term years of 

lead, which roughly denotes the period between 1969 (with the bombing at Milan’s 

Piazza Fontana) and 1980 (with the Strage di Bologna and the victory of Fiat’s Giovanni 

Agnelli over the labor unions), immediately evokes a social and political reality marked 

by disorder, fear, and a general reticence to follow through on the anti-authoritarian 

proclivities of the previous decade.365 It is, for all intents and purposes, a watershed 

decade that brings to a head the various memorial legacies of the twentieth century’s 

defining historical events. Although any absolute division between 1968 and the post-68 

                                                

365 Although the exact limits of the anni di piombo has been the object of debate, for the purpose of this 
dissertation I have chosen to refer to those dates that better circumscribe the period’s defining 
characteristics. In particular, I sought to utilize Crainz’s establishment of the bombing at Piazza Fontana as 
the incipit, Ginsbor’s use of the 1980 agreement at Mirafiori (which in many ways signaled the end of 
Italy’s protracted season of protest) and John Foot’s use of the bombing at the Central Station of Bologna 
which resulted in the death of 85 people. Crainz, Il Paese Mancato, 364, Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia, 545, and 
John Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory, 183. The term “years of lead” derives from the translated title of a 
German film directed by Margarethe Von Trotta in 1981.  
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violence may appear almost artificial (particularly when one considers the longstanding 

dialogic relationship of student and worker protests in the Italian context, the use of 

“guerrilla” strategies during the university occupations, or the endurance of extremist 

philo-fascist organizations in the postwar), it is necessary to examine the way in which 

these “events” have come to occupy two distinct, if at times interconnecting, positions in 

the Italian collective imagination. While understandings of the relationship between these 

two lieux de memoire are often predicated on social and political affiliation, each can be 

said to articulate a specific moment in which memory was torn. If Italy’s creeping May is 

most often captured by the demonstrations and cultural markers that align the country 

with the transnational climate of protest of the 1960s, the years of lead are more closely 

tied to the bombings at Piazza Fontana and the Central Station of Bologna, and the 

kidnapping and subsequent execution of Christian Democrat leader Aldo Moro. 

Memorialized by right and left wing collectives as a period marked by terrorism, its 

memory has, as Foot observed of Bologna, served as a veritable schism reinforcing, at 

times, wartime and postwar structures of interpretation.366 While left wing constituents 

often view the terrorist attacks as part of the right wing’s larger strategia della tensione 

aimed at limiting the reforms advanced by protestors in the late 1960s and during the 

whole of the 1970s, right wing members often point to the advent of groups such as the 

                                                

366 Foot, Italy’s Divided Memory, 186. This is particularly true of those communities whose political 
affiliations were strongly shaped by the struggle between partisan and fascist groups during World War II.  
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brigate rosse (or red brigades) as a natural extension of il sessantotto’s general attack on 

postwar values and institutions. 367 

A brief survey of media reportages and scholarly production on the years of lead 

reveals the prominence of the use of trauma as a defining characteristic of the period. 

Whether utilized in reference to acts of terrorism or to the general climate of fear 

perpetrated by state apparatuses, the traumatic quality of this period has dominated 

shared conceptions of the social, cultural, and political repercussions of the now “iconic” 

acts of violence. Its emergence in academic investigations can be traced to Ruth Glynn’s 

“Trauma on the Line.” Here she examines the role of this event in contemporary Italian 

culture, citing the “new wave of terrorist activity” that coincided with the twentieth and 

twenty-fifth anniversaries of Moro’s murder as evidence of its pertinence in both 

“political debate and cultural activity.”368 Building on the notion of trauma as examined 

by Herman, Caruth, Feldman and Laub she proposes that “[t]he long unacknowledged 

persistence of the anni di piombo in the collective psyche suggests that Italian culture 

developed in relation to the political violence and terrorism of the 1970s a defensive 

amnesia symptomatic of an experience of psychological trauma or wound.”369 She further 

                                                

367 La strategia della tensione or strategy of tension generally refers to the violence perpetrated by right 
extremist groups as a means of reinforcing extant authoritarian political systems. See Anna Cento Bull, 
Italian Neofascism: the strategy of tension and the politics of nonreconciliation (New York: Berghahn 
books, 2007), viii. Also: Francesco Malgeri and Leonardo Paggi, eds., L’Italia Repubblicana nella crisi 
degli anni settanta: Partiti e Organizzazioni di massa (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino Editore, 2003).  
368 Ruth Glynn, “Trauma on the Line: Terrorism and Testimony in the anni di piombo,” Italianistica 
Ultraiectina 1 (2006): 317.  
369 Ibid., 319, 318. Italics original.  
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notes that while scholars such as Antonio Negri and Anna Lisa Tota have implicitly 

spoken of these years as the cause of a deeply rooted cultural trauma, scholars and critics 

have been “shy of such a discourse.”370 Although academic inquiry on the anni di piombo 

has, since the first publication of Glynn’s article, greatly expanded its discussion of this 

period as a culturally traumatic event, much work remains to be done. In particular, while 

artists have continued to produce works that, as Glynn, Pierpaolo Antonello, and Alan 

O’Leary propose, attest to a shared need to testify one’s experience and to reintegrate this 

fragmented event into a cohesive and fruitful narrative, more recent works also come up 

against and react to the integration of trauma as part of the state-sponsored narrative.371 

Indeed, a re-watching of widely distributed television programs such as La storia siamo 

noi reveals that, despite all that has been said, written, and imagined of this period, 

mainstream media representations often privilege the more easily fetishized aspects of 

traumatic experience: its fragmentation, its incommunicability, and, as the presenter of 

one of Rai’s episodes on “Il caso Moro” takes care to note, its inherent mystery.372 The 

focus on these elements has created a cultural context somewhat similar to that described 

(in reference to the United States) by Alyson Manda Cole in The Cult of True Victimhood 

in which victim status—and therefore access to acknowledgement and reparation— is 

                                                

370 Ibid. 
371 Ibid. Pierpaolo Antonello and Alan O’Leary, introduction to Imagining Terrorism: The Rhetoric and 
Representation of Political Violence of Italy in Italy 1969-2009 (Oxford: Legenda, 2009).  
372 “Il caso Moro-Dal sequestro all’omicidio, i 55 giorni che cambiarono l’Italia,” La Storia Siamo Noi, last 
updated 2012, http://www.lastoriasiamonoi.rai.it/puntate/il-caso-moro/381/default.aspx.  
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only available to those that embrace the accepted notion of trauma.373 The emphatic 

vocalization of left-wing terrorist groups during the anni di piombo, combined with the 

corresponding silence of their right wing counterparts (as noted by Antonello and 

O’Leary) and the pervasive dissemination of conspiracy theories that displace blame, 

have consequently resulted in frequent depictions of the left as perpetrators of a national 

trauma. This indictment extends beyond the terrorist acts themselves to other related 

movements (in particular feminism) of the period.  

Throughout this dissertation, I have spoken of trauma in the contexts of those 

memorial communities centered on the stragi perpetrated during World War II and of the 

female body politic often forgotten by mainstream representations of the postwar period 

and ‘68. In so doing, I have alluded to the notion of the “unspeakable” or un-

representable as advanced by Herman and Caruth, as well as to the value given by 

theorists to those narrative acts that allow for reintegration. Much of my analysis, as 

noted in Chapter One, is heavily reliant on Caruth’s characterization of trauma as a crisis 

of representation, truth, and narrative time.374 In approaching those works that focus 

extensively on the years of lead, I would expand my discussion to include those texts 
                                                

373 Alyson Manda Cole, The Cult of True Victimhood: From the War on Welfare to the War on Terror 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007). See in particular Cole’s chapter “9-1-1 The Nation as Victim” 
in which she examines the use of “victim status” in right wing political discourse after the terrorist attacks 
on Septermber 11, 2001. She notes that, although the political right had often rejected the notion of 
victimhood as a way of circumscribing actions taken to aid the vulnerable subsets of the population, it was 
adopted after 9-1-1 in order to position individuals contrary to their policies as part of a perpetrating 
“other.”  
374 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1996). See also, Roger Lockhurst, The Trauma Question (New York: Routledge, 2008), 
5. 
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that, like Dominick La Capra’s History in Transit, warn of the dangers inherent to 

“sacralizing” the “precision” and “force” of repetitive traumatic recall.375  

In the introduction to Imagining Terrorism, Pierpaolo Antonello and Alan 

O’Leary refer to the work of historian Guido Panvini to advance the notion of the 

pervasive interest in Italian terrorism as a manifestation of the “return of the repressed” 

for a country as of yet unable to address the cause of its social unrest.376 While this point 

speaks to the presence of politically motivated violence as part of the unacknowledged 

grammar of Italian society, its consciously shaped position in the contemporary 

commodity culture (which O’Leary touches upon in his article on “Moro, Brescia 

Conspiracy: The Paranoid Style in Italian Cinema”) should also be explored in greater 

depth.377 The way in which Moro’s death and the bombing in the station of Bologna have 

been treated in the Italian media offer two suggestive examples of the way in which the 

traumatic valence of certain events has been capitalized upon by Italian media outlets. 

Comparable (in terms of representation and cultural impact) to John F. Kennedy’s 

assassination or the 9/11 attacks on the twin towers in the United States (both of which 
                                                

375 Dominick LaCapra History in Transit: Experience, Identity, Critical Theory (Ithica: Cornell University 
Press, 2004), 121. Cathy Caruth, introduction to Trauma: Exploration in Memory, ed. Cathy Caruth 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 154.  
376 Antonello and O’Leary, introduction to Imagining Terrorism, 7.  
377 Alan O’Leary, “Moro, Brescia, Conspiracy: The paranoid Style in Italian Cinema,” in Imagining 
Terrorism: The Rhetoric and Representation of Political Violence in Italy,48-62 (London: Legenda, 2009). 
For the purpose of this chapter I have employed both the more ambiguously defined “terrorism” and 
politically motivated violence to talk about the actions of right and left wing extremist groups. In so doing, 
I have referenced the definition advanced in Terrorism Italian Style. See Ruth Glynn, Giancarlo Lombardi, 
and Alan O’Leary, introduction to Terrorism Italian Style: Representations of Political Violence in 
Contemporary Italian Cinema, ed. Ruth Glynn, Giancarlo Lombardi, and Alan O’Leary (London: Institute 
of Germanic and Romance Studies, 2012), 16-17. 



 232 

are often introduced in conversation with the question, “Do you remember where you 

were when…?”), the above events have come to embody a transition or, even break, in 

shared notions of identity. Imbued with a sense of untapped truth and veiled in mystery, 

images from both events have been consistently re-presented (along with a slew of 

interpretations and conspiracy theories) over the course of the last thirty years. This has 

simultaneously reinforced the notion of a shared trauma while stilting attempts at looking 

more closely. In On Photography Susan Sontag writes: “Images transfix. Images 

anesthetize An event known through photographs certainly becomes more real than it 

would have been if one had never seen the photographs…But after repeated exposure to 

images it also becomes less real.”378 Like the very photos Sontag describes, the now-

infamous pictures of Moro’s inert body and the crumbling station in Bologna have 

become commodified entities deprived of much of their ethical charge The influence of 

this process, coupled with a growing concern for the historic amnesia often ascribed to 

younger generations raised in the culture of the pastiche, can clearly be felt in the works 

produced within the last two decades.  

In addition to further developing my conception of trauma as it applies to the 

various sites of recent Italian history, it is also necessary to re-contextualize the myth 

building nature of memory in those texts that discuss this period. While I have often 

looked at the relationship between memory and the imagination as a strategy utilized 

throughout a variety of mediums to disrupt essentializing visions of the past and create 
                                                

378 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Picador USA, 1977), 20. 
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inroads into historical events that exert their influence on current identity politics, it is 

important to note that the mythopoetic processes in the works examined below assume a 

slightly different character. While Marco Tullio Giordana’s La meglio gioventù and 

Romanzo di una strage, Marco Baliani’s Corpo di Stato and L’occasione, and Francesca 

Melandri’s Più alto del mare are similarly concerned with the revolutionary power of the 

imagination in the search for historical truth, this concern (not unlike those texts that deal 

with the resistenza) is coupled with an attempt to bring an often over-mythicized recent 

event back down to human size. In the introduction to Imagining Terrorism Pierpaolo 

Antonello and Alan O’Leary write:  

…because of this mythologizing/ideological utopian charge, the experience of 
the anni di piombo in Italy has become a history of interpretative failures, both 
on the part of the protagonists, unable to analyse the evolution of political events 
and socio-historical contexts at crucial stages of their development, and on the 
part of those who tried to scrutinize these very phenomena from judicial, 
historical, and sociological standpoints.379 
 

Through an encounter with individual and collective memory, figures like Aldo Moro 

and the terrorists of the Red Brigades lose their mythical proportions to create space for 

the other facets of the period to come into focus. While these figures often retain their 

centrality within these texts, they do so divested (to various degrees) of their emblematic 

historical auras. The reader or viewer is thus able to view the events represented through 

a different, even renewed, perspective. In Giordana’s films, produced almost a decade 

apart, this perspective emerges through the construction of a didactic filmic experience 

                                                

379 Antonello and O’Leary, Imagining Terrorism, 3.  
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that encourages the viewer to revisit certain elements of the years of lead as part of an 

extended narrative. The “mystifying” singularity of episodes such as Basaglia’s law on 

mental health, the bombing at Piazza Fontana, and leftwing attacks on public personas, 

gives way to depictions that evidence the social and political interdependence of these 

events, as well as to the unacknowledged persistence of related structures of 

interpretation in the present. Marco Baliani’s Corpo di stato and L’occasione similarly 

create a space in which the viewer or reader can engage with the memory of events (in 

particular the murder of Aldo Moro) and find innovative platforms for dialogue. Through 

the use of two very different mediums—the play and the novel respectively— Baliani 

creates texts that engage the viewer or reader in the construction of meaning and that 

evidence the dialogic lacunae between different memorial collectives and generations. 

This need for dialogue is also underscored in Francesca Melandri’s Più alto del mare in 

which Italy’s national trauma sets the scene for the exploration of the unspoken suffering 

of social groups whose victimhood is often ignored in state-sponsored narratives. 

Melandri’s attention to the structures of violence and dissociation shaping the female 

experience—also present, albeit to a lesser degree, in Giordana’s inherently androcentric 

texts— helps highlight the revolutionary potential of a politics of compassion in a 

cultural environment that implicitly condones violence against women as a means of 

supporting extant social and political hierarchies. Through their varied approach to the 

more memorable images of the anni di piombo, these works urge their audiences to look 

again and more closely in order to rediscover an underlying ethical charge.  
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BUILDING IMPEGNO: MARCO TULLIO GIORDANA’S LA MEGLIO GIOVENTÙ AND 

ROMANZO DI UNA STRAGE 

Although my analysis of the cinematic works on the anni di piombo is largely 

circumscribed to two of Giordana’s films due to limitations in the space available to fully 

address such a varied production, it is necessary to first briefly explore a film that has 

profoundly shaped cultural and academic discourses and thus my own approach to this 

topic of inquiry.380 Among the many texts that directly invoke this period, few have 

received the popular and scholarly attention given Marco Bellocchio’s Buongiorno, notte 

(2008) and the other films on Italian terrorism released in its wake.381 Indeed, while work 

on other contemporary mediums is still relatively underdeveloped (with the exception of 

that dedicated to the autobiographies of former terrorists and to Italy’s teatro di 

narrazione), the analysis of scholars such as Glynn, Alan O’Leary, Dana Renga, and 

Giancarlo Lombardi has paved the way for a deeper understanding of the mnemonic 

strategies adopted in contemporary artistic production.382 Their respective analyses of 

                                                

380 Due to the particular scope of this project, I have also largely omitted those works that, like Giordana’s I 
cento passi, examine the way in which organized crime syndicates were allowed to act with relative 
impunity while terrorist groups were placed under the spotlight of the media and politicians alike. This 
subject, which due to the deaths of Judges Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino in the 1990s at the hands 
of the Sicilian Mafia also constitutes a deep seeded cultural trauma, necessitates greater attention than can 
be given here. My analysis of this topic is limited to the way in which these episodes filter through 
Giordana’s La meglio gioventù and Marco Baliani’s Corpo di stato.  
381 Buongiorno, notte, directed by Marco Bellocchio, (2003; Rome: Rai Cinema, 2006), DVD.  
382 See in particular Ruth Glynn, Giancarlo Lombardi, and Alan O’Leary, eds., Terrorism Italian Style: 
Representations of Political Violence in Contemporary Italian Cinema (London: Institute of Germanic and 
Romance Studies, 2012) and Pierpaolo Antonello and Alan O’Leary, eds., Imagining Terrorism: The 
Rhetoric and Representation of Political Violence in Italy (London: Legenda, 2009).  
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Bellocchio’s film (in many ways the center point of contemporary filmic production on 

Italian terrorism) will thus serve as a foundation for my discussion of a small selection of 

the many transmediatic works that emerge in the 1990s and 2000s to renegotiate the role 

of gli anni di piombo in the collective imagination. The film, drawn from former red 

brigades member Anna Laura Braghetti’s autobiographical account (written with Paola 

Tavella), recounts the 54 days of Moro’s abduction from the perspective of one of his 

jailers.383 Centered on the character of Chiara (interpreted by Maya Sansa), it provides its 

viewers with an innovative point of entry into an event that has been discussed, 

represented, and imagined at length since its occurrence. Although the film, as Glynn and 

others have noted, is somewhat limited by its reliance on stereotypical depictions of the 

terrorists and by its oedipal undertones (with Aldo Moro and the terrorists taking on the 

roles of father and son respectively), Lombardi proposes that the strength of the film lies 

in its attempt to find an alternative solution to an event that has been interpreted in the 

same way for the last thirty years:  

Il film di Bellocchio non solo partecipa, infatti, a una generale rivisitazione degli 
anni di piombo, dell'affare Moro e dell'importanza del compromesso storico: la 
sequenza finale del film, a suo modo, sembra infatti proporre una rilettura di 
questo stesso processo di rivisitazione, mostrandone, attraverso immagini di 
repertorio manipolate, i suoi diretti protagonisti. I volti contratti di Andreotti e 
Zaccagnini, Fanfani e Leone, Craxi e Berlinguer appaiono come maschere di un 
potere che, trent'anni dopo, sembra essersi dileguato per esser sostituito da una 
nuova classe politica, potenzialmente capace di commettere gli stessi errori e di 
peccare della stessa superbia. Come l'Aldo Moro saltellante e allegro che si 
allontana nell'ultima fugace scena del film, Bellocchio sembra invitarci 

                                                

383 Laura Braghetti and Paola Tavella, Il prigioniero (Milan: Mondadori, 1998).  
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comunque a superare questo trauma, ad allontanarci da questo mondo e guardare 
altrove.

384
 

 
While the film acknowledges the traumatic quality of the events depicted, it does not 

linger on the spectacle of the statesman’s murder. The infamous image of Moro holding a 

newspaper in front of the Red Brigade flag is just the starting point for the narrative. 

Through the mnemonic legacy of the photograph—an emblematic entity that has lost 

much of its significance, especially for those younger generations that did not follow 

broadcasts of his kidnapping— the viewer enters a filmic universe that, as O’Leary 

observes, not only offers a mediation of the events themselves, but also engages with the 

myriad of discourses (both fictional and historiographic) that have shaped and continue to 

shape contemporary understandings.385 The postmodern techniques of intertextuality, 

fragmentation, and an emphasis on the subjective (all of which emerge through the 

juxtaposition of Chiara’s singular point of view to pieces of archival footage and canonic 

cinematic works) lead the audience through a viewing experience that is, simultaneously, 

                                                

384 Giancarlo Lombardi, “La passione secondo Marco Bellocchio: Gli ultimi giorni di Aldo Moro,” Annali 
d’Italianistica 25 (2007): 408. “In fact, Marco Bellocchio’s film not only participates in a general re-
visitation of the years of lead, of the Moro Affair, or of the importance of the historic compromise: indeed 
the final sequence of this film, in its own way, seems to propose a way of rereading the very process of 
revisitation to show, through manipulated archival footage, its direct protagonists. The tensed faces of 
Andreotti and Zacagnini, Fanfani and Leone, Craxi and Berlinguer, look like mask of a power that, thirty 
years later, seems to have dispersed only to be replaced by a new political class potentially capable of 
committing the same errors and of committing the same sins of pride. Like the smiling and skipping Aldo 
Moro who walks way in the last fleeting scene of the film, Bellocchio seems to invite us to surpass this 
trauma so as to distance ourselves from this world and to look elsewhere.” Translation mine.  
385 Alan O’Leary, “Dead Man Walking: The Aldo Moro kidnap and Palimpsest History in Buon giorno, 
notte,” New Cinemas: Journal of contemporary Film 6, no. 1 (2008): 43.  
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an exploration of the mnemonic palimpsest of the Moro kidnapping.386 The stratified 

nature of collective memory is thus revealed and the viewer is re-presented with the 

fragments that anchor discussions of contemporary political identity. The film, Emanuele 

D’Onofrio fittingly notes, makes no attempt at resolving the mysteries of the case; the 

focus, rather, is on the way in which a deliberately fictional account can stimulate the 

imagination of its viewers and engender a rereading of established teleological 

assumptions.387 

Like Bellocchio’s Buongiorno, notte, Marco Tullio Giordana’s La meglio 

gioventù (2003) has been the object of significant academic interest since its release. 

Originally developed as a miniseries intended for Italian television, this ambitious project 

follows a family, in particular brothers Matteo and Nicola Carati (interpreted by Alessio 

Boni and Luigi Lo Cascio), as they traverse the four decades that would lead the Italian 

peninsula from the 1968 student movement, through the anni di piombo, and into the 

1990s as marked by Tangentopoli and the early years of Berlusconismo. Although the 

film clearly references the events shaping the characters’ encounters with the outside 

world, it does so not through the inclusion of the period’s most renown players but 

through an inherently microhistorical dimension; the audience is invited to vicariously 

experience the larger forces of history as they exert pressure on individuals and their 

                                                

386 Ibid. La meglio gioventù, directed by Marco Tullio Giordana (2003; Burbank: Miramax Home 
Entertainment, 2006), DVD.  
387 Emmanuele D’Onofrio, “Percorsi di identità narrativa nella memoria difficile: La musica in I cento 
passi e Buongiorno, notte, the italianist 30 (2010): 229.  
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extended communities.388 While scholars such as David Forgacs have focused on the 

film’s strongly sentimental aura, the nostalgic cues implemented in the film (as I argued 

in the previous chapter) often help promote a critical nostalgia that endeavors to bring the 

audience’s attention to the shortcomings of the present.389 In “Marco Tullio Giordana or 

The Persistence of Impegno” Alan O’Leary utilizes La meglio gioventù as a case study 

for analyzing the structures and rhetoric of social and political engagement as advanced 

throughout Giordana’s body of work, in particular those films created in close 

collaboration with screenwriters Stefano Rulli and Sandro Petraglia. In this article he 

responds to Forgac’s claims that the film’s inherent sentimentalism blunts its “political 

edge.”390 He argues that although the film does indeed operate in a “nostalgic or 

sentimental idiom” it does so from within “a porous circle of producer, exhibition, and 

reception“ traced “according to the terms of the discourse of impegno.”391  

                                                

388 Tangentopoli, is the term used to describe the intricate system of bribes in place at every level of Italian 
political and economic life in the postwar. When magistrates began looking into political corruption in the 
1980s, the criminal proceedings caused the collapse of the dominant parties that had benefited primarily 
from this system, among these the Christian Democrats.  
389 David Forgacs, “Our Friends from Turin,” Sight & Sound 14, no. 7 (2004): 28-30. See also David 
Forgacs, “Doing Film History Today,” Italian Studies 63, no. 2 (2008): 256.  
390 Alan O’Leary, “Marco Tullio Giordana or The Persistence of Impegno,” in Postmodern Impegno: 
Ethics and Commitment in Contemporary Italian Culture,eds. Pierpaolo Antonello and Florian Mussgnug 
(New York: Peter Lang, 2009), 213. Forgacs, “Our friends.” Forgacs writes: “But if the film avoids the trap 
of a straightforward good brother/bad brother narrative, it does not manage to escape a slide, particularly in 
the second half, into a sentimentalism that blunts the political edge of its chronicle of a generation adapting 
to a society that has failed to match up to their aspirations.” 
391 Ibid., 226. Emphasis original.  
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Like the greater part of Giordana’s works, the film operates on a didactic level 

that addresses a national and international public with varying degrees of familiarity with 

recent Italian history. Although, as Daniela Orlandi notes, the complexity of certain 

events is simplified, enough information filters through the film’s choral representation to 

provide the viewer with the entry points to come to a better understanding of the three 

decades depicted.392 In her article “Insegnare cultura e civiltà italiana moderna con il 

cinema di Marco Tullio Giordana,” Orlandi touches upon the way in which each 

character introduced helps the viewer to encounter, directly or indirectly, the period’s 

dominant social, economic, and political episodes. Not only do Giordana’s protagonists 

provide insight into the more iconic events such as the student protests, Italian left wing 

terrorism, and Tangentopoli, but even the film’s minor characters, such as the Carati’s 

older sister Giovanna and their college friend Vitale, help shift the focus of the viewer to 

related phenomena such as the hazardous effects of emergent industries on blue collar 

workers, the escalating violence of organized crime (epitomized by the death of Judges 

Falcone and Borsellino),and FIAT’s mass layoffs. 393 She argues that, in so doing, the 

film enables the viewer to make out, however faintly, the dense web of connections 

between those economic and governmental powers that shaped an epoch that has come to 

be known for its violence, scandals, and for its general devaluation of human life.394  

                                                

392 Daniela Orlandi, “Insegnare cultura e civiltà italiana moderna con il cinema di Marco Tullio Giordana,” 
Italica 83, no.1 (2006): 67.  
393 Ibid., 68.  
394 Ibid., 65.  
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As in the films on il sessantotto examined in the previous chapter (particularly 

Daniele Lucchetti’s Mio fratello è figlio unico), Giordana evokes this contentious period 

of recent Italian history through the careful inclusion of aesthetic markers and historical 

traces. The director acknowledges the period’s external historical events not just through 

the actions of the characters themselves, but also through the diagetic presence of 

memorial fragments from the period. Although the film demonstrates great attention to 

detail in costuming and props, the viewer experiences the passage of time primarily 

through the radio announcements, television broadcasts, musical scores and background 

conversations that erupt (to varying degrees) in the lives of the protagonists. These 

mediatic interruptions, many of which rely on re-presenting the emblematic images so 

often reproduced in the postmodern commodity culture, capture the attention of the 

viewer and encourage him to reposition himself within the timeline of events when 

deprived of the intertitual markers that introduce specific segments of the film. This 

process allows the reader to rediscover previously “forgotten” entities and review the 

sequence of events from an alternative point of view. This reflection is also facilitated by 

the very construction of the narrative. The film begins almost in medias res, with its 

heroic protagonists (a metaphor explicitly addressed when Nicola compares Matteo to 

Achilles while talking to his son) already well on their way to adulthood and the Italian 

nation already embroiled in the mechanisms that would lead to its current social and 

political condition. Information about the decades that precede it, referenced only briefly 

in the opening credits by the introduction of hazy images of the “dolce vita” of the 1950s, 



 242 

must be gleaned through the personal recollections of the film’s various characters. 

Similarly, although the film follows the Carati family well into the early 2000’s (bringing 

the audience to the threshold of their own viewing experience), the retreat of the family to 

a house in the hills coincides with a growing silence regarding external historical factors. 

Time thus remains suspended and the viewer is allowed to view the events represented as 

a sort of mise-en-abyme. Its depiction of Italy’s creeping May, the advent of the years of 

lead, and the early years of Berlusconi’s political “reign” emerges as a narrative that 

speaks to the cyclical nature of history and the endurance of violence and political 

disenchantment throughout the twentieth century. The only way to break this pattern, the 

film suggests, is to address the traumas of the past and find new ways to integrate them in 

to current interpretive structures.  

The personal traumas of each character, emblematic as they are of the traumas of 

various memorial collectives, offer the viewer insights into Italy’s uncomfortable past. 

Giorgia and Giulia, for instance, interpreted by Jasmine Trinca and Sonia Bergamasco, 

introduce the viewers to two of the anni di piombo’s most emblematic issues: mental 

health (and the subsequent implementation of the Basaglia Law in 1978) and politically 

motivated violence. Scholars who have looked at these two figures have justly pointed to 

the way that these characters often reproduce the rhetorical underpinnings of the woman 

as a metaphor for the Italian nation. Through Giorgia’s mental illness and Giulia’s 

rejection of motherhood in favor of armed conflict, the directors seemingly give voice to 

the shared anxiety regarding an Italy incapable or unwilling to look after its children. 
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Within the narrative plane, these characters consequently demonstrate very little agency, 

especially when one takes into consideration their male counterparts: their actions seem 

more the province of fate than the direct result of their actions. Although I agree with this 

premise, I also believe that the characters can be read from a different perspective. 

Despite their circumscribed positions in the larger series of events, their inclusion in the 

narrative brings the reader’s attention to the discreet memorial legacies of those women 

whose voices have gone unheard in many of the representations of this decade.  

 In “Writing the Terrorist Self” Ruth Glynn characterizes La meglio gioventù as 

one of several works that naturalizes male violence while psychopatholigizing or 

exaggerating female violence.395 In her chapter on ll prigioniero and Buongiorno, notte 

she argues that these films draw from a cultural framework in which women’s 

participation in the terrorist acts of the period constitutes “a particular kind of wound in 

the collective psyche” that gestures to the larger trauma experienced.396 Giulia’s political 

involvement, radicalization, and her partial familial reintegration at the end of the film (as 

Antonello, Glynn, and O’Leary have termed it) thus serve to underscore an entrenched 

discomfort with women’s involvement in violence.397 Although Giulia’s terrorist 

activities do take over her storyline and are presented as being in conflict with her roles 

                                                

395 Ruth Glynn, “Writing the terrorist self: the unspeakable alterity of Italy’s female perpetrators,” Feminist 
Review, no. 92 (2009): 6.  
396 Ruth Glynn, “Through the Lens of Trauma: The Figure of the Female Terrorist in Il prigioniero and 
Buongiorno, Notte,” in Imagining Terrorism: The Rhetoric and Representation of Political Violence in 
Italy, eds. Pierpaolo Antonello and Alan O’Leary (London: Legenda, 2009), 65.  
397 Antonello, Glynn, and O’Leary, Introduction, 21.  
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as woman, mother, and wife, the film also offers brief insights into the generational 

malaise experienced by the female participants of il sessantotto. When the viewer first 

sees Giulia, she is playing the piano in the middle of a Florentine palazzo devastated by 

the 1966 flood. Her performance, which brings her to the attention of Nicola, prompts a 

number of questions from the protagonist and his friends. When asked why she’s 

studying mathematics in lieu of pursuing a career in music, Giulia responds that her 

mother chose the piano and she chose a degree in math. Despite her avowed detachment 

from the instrument, Giulia is depicted as playing the piano several times throughout the 

film; as she adapts to her changing family life and her involvement with the movement 

assumes an increasingly violent character, the viewer is able to witness the difficulty with 

which she returns to music. To a degree, her relationship with the piano occupies the 

representational void left by the absence of her family—most notably, that of her 

mother— from the narrative. Through Giulia’s musical disillusionment, the audience can 

see the traces of a broken memorial lineage. In the previous chapter, I briefly discussed 

Passerini’s observations on the intergenerational conflict present between women and the 

resultant crisis of feminine identity. In Giordana’s film, Giulia’s story depicts the 

distances and miscommunications that often distinguished the relationship of women 

during this period. While Giulia sells the piano just as she prepares to leave her family, 

her initial difficulties arise as she experiences the first trials of motherhood. When 

Nicola’s parents come to visit, she confesses to feeling uneasy about her abilities as a 

mother. This unease, compounded on the narrative plane by her musical “clumsiness,” 
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suggests a deeper crisis tied to the lack of a matrilineal dialogue. Even when in prison, 

Giulia rejects the musical scores sent her by Nicola as a part of a past in which she can no 

longer recognize herself. When she finally sells the piano and leaves her family behind, 

the viewer is allowed to experience the silence that fills the darkened, muffled halls of the 

house: gone are the light and the echoing music of the previous scenes. This same 

silence, interrupted only by the sportscasters and the triumphant cries of the museum 

guards watching the World Cup, returns again when Giulia tries to see her daughter in the 

museum. Her encounter with Sara and her realization that her daughter doesn’t know her 

takes place in a sonoric landscape that underscores their lack of communication. This 

lack manifests as a trauma that repeats through the generations. Only her final 

conversation with Sara in Florence—a moment that coincides with Sara’s announcement 

of her pregnancy and with Giulia playing the organ for the first time since her 

incarceration— opens the possibility for reconnection.  

 The character of Giorgia brings the viewer’s attention to another series of 

traumas. Not only does she give the audience a small insight into the horrific experiences 

of Italy’s mentally ill in the late 1960s and gesture to the way in which deviations from 

heteronormative standards of feminine behavior are catalogued as psychological 

deviance, but her affinity with Matteo alerts the viewer to another possible interpretation 

of his actions and his suicide. Her mental illness and gender align her definitively with an 

ostracized “other” often relegated to the margins of society and this otherness is a 

characteristic shared by both characters. Despite the apparent difference in upbringing 
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and social class, Matteo and Giorgia each demonstrate a certain difficulty in engaging 

with their peers. Scholars like Marco Cupolo have interpreted this difficulty as 

symptomatic of an existential crisis.398 In “Other youths” Cupolo reads the film in the 

light of its overt references to Pasolini.399 Drawing from the title (an explicit reference to 

Pasolini’s 1954 poetry collection) and from his pessimistic contributions to newspapers 

and magazines in the 1970s, he argues that the film utilizes the characters of Giulia and 

Matteo as examples of the “nihilism, violence, and self-destructiveness” of the petit 

bourgeoisie so feared by the poet.400 For him, these two characters exemplify the 

“pathological deviancy” of a group whose culture and education clashes with the outside 

world.401 Although Cupolo’s interpretation is compelling, it is also fruitful to examine 

Matteo through his fleeting relationship with Giorgia, who in many ways is presented as 

a foil to his character. Throughout the film, even when talking to the relatively more 

congenial Nicola, Giorgia highlights the failures and limitations of extant interpretive 

paradigms, particularly those rooted in patriarchal structures.402 Nicola’s encounter with 

Giorgia underscores the way in which much of Nicola’s cultural preparation lies in 

making him an aggressor. As a male heir to the values of the economic miracle’s upper 

                                                

398 Marco Cupolo, “Other youths: Italian cultural changes through Pasolini, Giordana, Petraglia and Rulli,” 
Studies in European Cinema 6, no. 2-3 (2009):129. (127-140 for future reference) 
399 Ibid., 132.  
400 Ibid. 
401 Ibid. 
402 When Nicola refuses to seek out the woman who photographed Matteo and belittles Giorgia’s opinions 
she fires back, alerting him to a potential lapse in his kindness and openness to dialogue.  
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middle class, Matteo is constantly reminded of his place in the cycle of violence. If, as 

Nicola suggests, Matteo is a modern day Achilles, fatal flaws and all, his destruction is 

rooted in the self-fulfilling prophecy that drives his epic journey. While Nicola gains 

introspection and compassion by leaving Italy and remaining outside of organized 

expressions of force upon his return, Matteo’s search for purpose and truth through those 

same structures chisels away at his fragile psyche. Giorgia and Matteo, though different, 

are both at the mercy of a system of interpretation that would place them, respectively, in 

the roles of victim and perpetrator.  

The relationship between Matteo and Giorgia begins with their meeting at a clinic 

in Rome. Matteo approaches the experience clad in the trappings of his middle class, 

educated background and with him, the viewer enters a hospital space steeped in a veneer 

of quiet respectability. As Matteo begins to converse with Giorgia and the truth about her 

medical treatments are laid bare, the disjunction between substance and appearance 

becomes clear: the affluence and contentment of the middle and upper classes of Italian 

society is entirely predicated on acts of violence perpetrated against poorer and less 

“desirable” social subjects. This discovery, accentuated by their visit to Giorgia’s family 

and her subsequent arrest (both of which underscore the inefficacy of social and 

governmental bodies in working on behalf of the individual), produces a crisis of faith in 

his future among the academic elite. As Matteo refuses to continue the trip with his 

brother (therefore avoiding the path that brings Nicola to the university student 

assemblies of 1968) and begins his search for an alternative course of action, he finds 
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himself increasingly entangled in a society that expects him to evince the full brute force 

of masculinity. While Giorgia retreats into an inner world, Matteo distances himself from 

his family and community. Even after eschewing his position of privilege, he finds 

himself unable to escape that system. As an officer in the army and later as a member of 

the police (a profession often undertaken by men from a lower income demographic), he 

witnesses not just the growing brutality of both state apparatuses and the student 

movement, but also, at a later date, the pervasive corruption present at every level of 

Italian political and civic life. His attempts at making a difference are heavily controlled 

by his superiors and he eventually discovers that he has been called to hunt down Giulia 

and the rest of her terrorist cell, thus possibly committing an act of violence against his 

brother and niece. Although the viewer is presented with only pieces of this history, the 

psychological toll becomes evident as he and Nicola grow progressively more distant. 

Throughout the course of the 1970s and 1980s he externalizes his frustration in outbursts 

of rage and isolates himself even further from his family. This isolation, which 

culminates in his suicide on New Year’s Eve of 1983, becomes the only way to end his 

suffering and to remove himself as an agent of harm. It is also the only way of erasing his 

memorial inheritance from that of his community. As his family expresses their wishes 

for the New Year and imagines their collective future, Matteo can see no place for 

himself in that idealized time and rather than revealing his vulnerabilities (and losing a 

sense of identity still intrinsically tied to machismo) he returns to his apartment to kill 

himself. His last act of violence is to take his own life. Through him, the audience 
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glimpses the decay wrought by persistent heteronormative structures of masculine 

behavior and by the violent undercurrents of a bourgeois value system firmly entrenched 

in maintaining its position of power. His son Andrea, born after his death, will break the 

cycle of violence, find stability in a largely matriarchal family (composed of his mother 

and paternal grandmother), and reconnect himself to the more unconventional paternal 

legacy as espoused by Nicola. The film ends with Andrea’s letter to his uncle (for whom 

he entertains using the moniker “papa”) in which he repeats the final words of a postcard 

written by Nicola almost thirty years before: “Tutto è veramente bello” or “Everything is 

truly beautiful.”  

Although Giordana often presented his 2003 film as an unbiased depiction of the 

second half of the twentieth century through the experiences of two brothers, La meglio 

gioventù, like I cento passi (2000) and Pasolini, un delitto italiano (1994), invites its 

viewers to reassess the historical evolution and current role of the Italian left.403 

Referencing familial sagas like Visconti’s Rocco e i suoi fratelli and Vittorio De Sica’s Il 

giardino dei Finzi Contini (1970), the film explores the effects of totalitarian 

governments and capitalism on Italian society, as well as the failures of a liberal ideology 

that embraced violence as its dominant discursive practice. In presenting a family coming 

to grips with a changing social, political, and economic reality, the film is also 

highlighting all that has been lost along the way. The silencing of almost every reform 

                                                

403 I cento passi, directed by Marco Tullio Giordana (2000; Rome: 01 Distribution, 2014), DVD; and 
Pasolini, un delitto italiano, directed by Marco Tullio Giordana (1994; Campi Bisenzio: CG Entertainment, 
2015), DVD.  
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movement advanced in the 1960s can be witnessed alongside the family’s own victories 

and defeats. While often indulging in saccharine depictions of both 1968 and the Italian 

Left, the film also supplies an incisive dissection of last forty years that looks beyond the 

more fetishized traumas of this period. The viewer is re-presented with the fragments that 

sustain contemporary statist narratives and encouraged to see them anew.  

Produced nine years after La meglio gioventù, Giordana’s Romanzo di una strage 

(2012) abandons the sweeping epic tone of the popular mini-series to explicitly examine 

the events surrounding the strage of Piazza Fontana.404 Based on Paolo Cucchiarelli’s 

controversial Il segreto di Piazza Fontana (2009), the film guides its viewers from the 

death of police officer Antonio Annarumma and the bombing on December 12, 1969, to 

the detainment and death of anarchist leader Giuseppe Pinelli and the murder of police 

commissioner Luigi Calabresi in 1973.405 Like many of the texts dedicated to this event, 

Giordana’s film employs the strategies and tropes of the poliziesco or giallo to comb 

through the various investigatory narratives that make up shared memories of these 

events. It does so, however, not through the creation of a melodramatic spectacle or 

                                                

404 Romanzo di una strage, directed by Marco Tullio Giordana (2012; Rome: 01 Distribution, 2012), DVD.  

405 Paolo Cucchiarelli, Il segreto di Piazza Fontana (Milan: Ponte alle Grazie, 2012). It bears mentioning 
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fatto l’Italia (Milan: Mondadori, 2007), 385.  
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through the use of what Alan O’Leary has defined as the paranoid style often found in 

Italy’s cine-inchiesta, but through a careful juxtaposition of memory, historical narrative, 

and fiction.406 While this film is also— like its predecessor— scripted by Giordana, 

Petraglia, and Rulli, it relies on an altogether different visual register to engage the 

audience’s attention. If La meglio gioventù utilizes open spaces to capture the expanded 

horizons of the 1960s and the evanescent optimism of youth, Romanzo di una strage 

relies on the presentation of the closed, underlit interiors of government buildings and a 

Milanese topography choked by cars, crowds, and traffic to explore the subtle 

machinations and obscured realities of the years of lead. This “closure” is mirrored on the 

narrative level by the film’s narrow focus on a discreet series of events and a 

circumscribed spatiotemporal dimension. Although the paratextual entities of the film 

speak to a much larger reality, the audience enters into dialogue with this reality through 

a mere fragment of the bigger picture. The persistent encroachment of archival footage 

and the careful interpretation of key protagonists like Pinelli, Calabresi, President of the 

Republic Giuseppe Saragat, and Aldo Moro re-present the viewer with the formative 

elements of this chapter of collective memory and invite him to reassess their role in the 

greater concatenation of events. In “La favola di una strage” Daniele Giglioli argues that 

the film presents a reassuring, lifeless, and profoundly misleading representation of this 

period that seeks to justify past and present defeats as part of a pervasive failure of 
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history itself.407 Andrea Hajek further notes that the film works to create a “memoria 

condivisa” in which each party represented is simultaneously guilty and innocent so as to 

expunge the uncomfortable truths ascertained in subsequent decades.408 While I agree 

that film often strives to create an apolitical depiction of certain elements of the story and 

makes ample use of its lead actors’ established sincerity (particularly with Giglioli’s 

claims regarding the tone brought to the film by Pierfrancesco Favino and Luigi Lo 

Cascio, both of whom have built a career on portraying honest and sympathetic 

characters) to do so, I disagree with the premise that Giordana’s film uses these attributes 

to lull its audience into complacency. 409 

From the very beginning, the textual and paratextual elements of the film suggest, 

as reviewer Nicoletta Tamberlich and others have noted, an intrinsic didacticism 

underlying the dialogic relationship between Romanzo di una strage and its audience.410 

Although the film undoubtedly presents a number of immediately recognizable visual 

cues that may trigger memories among those who directly or indirectly experienced the 

event, the film appeals to a number of diverse memorial communities and in so doing, 

also addresses a younger generation for whom the bombing at Piazza Fontana and the 

                                                

407 Daniele Giglioli, “La favola di una strage,” Meridiana, no. 73/74 (2012): 288.  
408 Andrea Hajek, “Lo stragismo sul grande schermo: terrorismo, didattica e le strategie dell’oblio in 
Italia,” Storia e futuro: Rivista di Storia e Storiografia On line, no. 29 (2012), http://storiaefuturo.eu/lo-
stragismo-sul-grande-schermo-terrorismo-didattica-e-le-strategie-delloblio-in-italia/.  
409 Ibid., 284.  
410 Nicoletta Tamberlich, “Calabresi e Pinelli raccontati da Giordana: Oggi nelle sale il film sulla strage di 
Piazza Fontana,” Ansa.it, May 12, 2012, 
http://www.ansa.it/web/notizie/photostory/spettacolo/2012/03/17/visualizza_new.html_156902957.html.  
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death of Pinelli and Calabresi have become but a series of abstract concepts or images. In 

many ways, the film works to dispel a pervasive forgetfulness that, due to the iconic 

status of the Red Brigades in past and present representations, uniformly attributes all 

terrorists acts to leftist extremists.411 The events portrayed are punctuated by the inclusion 

of frames re-introducing the key terms of Italy’s anni di piombo such as “autunno caldo,” 

“la pista rossa,” and “alta tensione.” These terms, much like those of Bertolucci’s 

documentary, introduce events that help foster the audience’s interest in the relationship 

between word and image and thus between signifier and signified Although it can be 

interpreted as a means of creating a closed depiction of the events by presenting the 

viewer with a linear, univocal representation, the terms introduced remain open to 

interpretation. While each pertains to the scenes that follow, they also refer to 

mechanisms and structures that exist well beyond the events that serve as the film’s 

focus. Given the influence of a pervasive internet culture among many of the members of 

the film’s audience, the intertitles (as I have argued in reference to Eco’s La misteriosa 

fiamma and Bertolucci’s In cerca del ’68) function very much as hyperlinks that can lead 

an ideal viewer through an investigation beyond the filmic experience. 

                                                

411 See Paolo Foschini, “Piazza Fontana, la strage ignorata: ‘La bomba la misero le Br’,” Corriere 
Milano.it, December 11, 2009, http://milano.corriere.it/notizie/cronaca/09_dicembre_11/storia-sconosciuta-
piazza-fontana-1602140739975.shtml. In his article for the Corriere.it, Foschini reports on the results of a 
study conducted by the “Centro documentazione storico politico sullo stragismo in Italia” which revealed 
that only a small percentage of Italian highschool students associated the bombing at Bologna’s train 
station and at Piazza Fontana with the armed right. Most ignored their place in the strategia della tensione, 
attributing both events to the Red Brigades.  
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The didactic character of the film also manifests itself in the re-introduction of 

characters who, since the events themselves have taken place, have become an integral 

part of fictional and nonfictional representations alike. The film revisits the historically 

charged character of Aldo Moro from a different perspective than that traditionally found 

in the number of films and exposés produced since his death in 1978. Most filmgoers 

familiar with the Italian cinematic production of the last 30 years are likely to closely 

associate Aldo Moro with the two images released during his captivity: the photographs 

of Moro sitting, disheveled in front of the banner of the Brigate Rosse and that of the 

discovery of his body in the now iconic Renault 4 have emerged time and again in recent 

artistic productions. The image of Moro’s dead body has, in particular, worked to color 

any other image of the statesman, imbuing them with a profoundly fatidic quality. In her 

article on the double ‘emplotment’ of the Moro affair, Nicoletta Marini-Maio discusses 

the symbolic character assumed by Moro’s corpse over the last forty years:  

In the collective memory and its forms of representation—especially film and 
theatre, arguably the preeminent media of performance and witnessing— Moro’s 
body has assumed a residual, ghostly insistence of a murdered corpse that 
continues to appear and make its presence felt. Moro has become a remnant, 
returning to haunt Italian society and to search for justice. 412 
 

Moro’s dead body, the underlying image to which Bellocchio’s film and Baliani’s play 

(which will be discussed below) consistently gesture, has thus become a way of 

immediately recalling a shared trauma. It has also been a way of proposing a sacrificial 

                                                

412 Nicoletta Marini-Maio, “A Spectre is Haunting Italy: The Double ‘Emplotment’ of the Moro Affair,” in 
Terrorism Italian Style: Representations of Political Violence in Contemporary Italian Cinema, eds. Ruth 
Glynn, Giancarlo Lombardi, and Alan O’Leary (London: IGRS Books, 2012), 159. 
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narrative in which Moro acts more as a metaphor or figure of speech (as Glynn and 

Lombardi have suggested) than an agent of historical action.413 By choosing to present 

his viewers with an Aldo Moro (portrayed by the chameleonic Fabrizio Gifuni) still very 

much alive and at the very beginning of the path that would bring him, and the Italian 

public, to May 9, 1978, the director presents his viewer with a figure that resists the 

univocality of martyrdom. 414 

 The viewer encounters Giordana’s Aldo Moro as he stands, with the other 

members of Italy’s governmental elite, at the crossroads that would determine Italy’s 

current social and political trajectory. Utilizing archival sources and filling in the gaps 

from biographical information available on the life the statesman, the director 

reconstructs possible episodes of Moro’s life during the three years between the bombing 

and Calabresi’s death. The film first presents Moro as he confesses his unease and 

desperation with the existing state of the Italian nation to a priest. In the dark interior of a 

church, his face lit from below, he admits to wishing to be the first victim of a cataclysm 

that would wipe the slate clean and allow the world to begin again. This scene establishes 

Moro’s religious background—which may be particularly salient for the uniformed 

viewer to which much of the film is addressed— while introducing a sense of foreboding 

                                                

413 Ruth Glynn and Giancarlo Lombardi, introduction to Remembering Aldo Moro: The Cultural Legacy of 
the 1978 Kidnapping and Murder, eds. Ruth Glynn and Giancarlo Lombardi (London: Legenda, 2012), 5. 
See Ruth Glynn, “Moro as Figure of Speech: The Displaced Confessions of the Women of the Brigate 
Rosse,” in Remembering Aldo Moro: The Cultural Legacy of the 1978 Kidnapping and Murder, eds. Ruth 
Glynn and Giancarlo Lombardi (London: Legenda, 2012).  
414 Fabrizio Gifuni also appears in La meglio gioventù as Nicola’s friend Carlo whose position in Rome 
brings him to the attention of the brigatisti.  
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that belies the greater truth familiar to those audience members well versed in the events 

of this period: Moro will not be the first victim of a cathartic purge, but one of many in a 

national trauma that will do little to change the status quo. He emerges no longer merely 

a victim, but a political agent with a complex, yet decisive, role in the events taking 

place.  

 In the subsequent scenes, Moro introduces the audience to the period’s more 

infamous political players, among them Giuseppe Saragat, who served as the President of 

the Republic from 1964 to 1971. In these scenes, most of which highlight the opulence 

and detachment of the ruling class, the viewer is presented with interpretations that 

border on the ridiculous. Reminiscent of contemporary representations of former Prime 

Ministers Silvio Berlusconi in films like Nanni Moretti’s Il Caimano (2006) and Giulio 

Andreotti in Il Divo (2007), the film’s depictions highlight the influence of these 

characters as well as their inherent weaknesses.415 After the bombing, for instance, the 

viewer is allowed to witness a meeting with the heads of state as they deliberate whether 

or not to implement a state of emergency for the first time since the Second World War. 

Their exchange highlights the petty competitions present between the various politicians, 

particularly Saragat’s presumed jealousy of Moro’s authority. As Calabresi continues his 

investigation into the bank bombing, the reader is presented with various recreations of 

the political machinations, in their various forms, behind each event. These episodes hint 

                                                

415 Il caimano, directed by Nanni Moretti (2006; Campi Bisenzio: 2006), DVD; and Il divo, directed by 
Paolo Sorrentino (2007; Rome: Warner Home Video, 2013), DVD.  
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rather explicitly at the collusion between certain state apparatuses and the extremist right, 

but leave enough gaps to allow the viewer to come to his own conclusions. As in the case 

of Pinelli and Calabresi’s deaths, the viewer never witnesses the fatidic act; rather, they 

are encouraged to visualize how the events may have unfolded. The representational 

lacunae work to simultaneously engage the viewer in the construction of meaning and 

suspend the fatalistic tone of the story until the very end. Throughout the film, the 

audience is encouraged to imagine that, any point, a decision could have been made that 

would have shed light on the conspiracy and changed the course of history.  

 The vital role of the imagination in the construction of the film is also clearly 

discernible in many of the scenes depicting Calabresi and Pinelli’s families. Often 

excluded from artistic re-visitations of this event, Gemma Calabresi and Licia Pinelli 

occupy a somewhat more prominent place in Giordana’s film. In Romanzo di una strage, 

Giordana revisits the joint public image of these two women that, since the 1970s, has 

been reduced to that of a universally accessible mater dolorosa.416 By encouraging the 

viewer to experience the murders of Calabresi and Pinelli through their widows, the film 

taps into an empathetic register that disrupts a passive consumption of the narrative. 

While reviews and interviews with its protagonists divulge their active participation 

(particularly of Pinelli’s widow and his daughters) in the development of certain 

                                                

416 Interviews and articles on both women focus on their roles as mothers of the Italian nation. See for 
example Piero Colaprico, “I 40 Anni di dolore della vedova Pinelli: ‘Non smetterò mai di cercare la 
verità,”’ La Repubblica Milano.it, November 28, 2009, http://milano.repubblica.it/dettaglio/i-40-anni-di-
dolore-della-vedova-pinelli-non-smettero-mai-di-cercare-la-verita/1791234/2.  
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elements, the film is also careful to underline the creative liberties taken in specific 

representations.417 Although many of the events depicted are verisimilar (Pinelli and 

Calabresi’s deaths, for instance), the aesthetic choices made throughout remind the reader 

that they are viewing one possible interpretation of this historical episode. The scenes 

offering glimpses into Calabresi’s family life, for instance, assume a strongly theatrical 

quality. Gemma Calabresi (interpreted by Laura Chiatti) is introduced to the audience as 

an almost stereotypical 1960s housewife cloaked in a carefully tailored, olive colored 

maternity dress and a Jackie Kennedy inspired bouffant. In the first scene depicting the 

couple, she and Calabresi are furnishing their Milanese apartment. The woman is shown 

directing her husband as he hangs a painting and the bare walls are almost the exact shade 

of her dress; as Calabresi is called away to the protests and his wife pantomimes the 

conversation, the scene fades to black. Afterwards, the film reproduces this 

monochromatic quality, as well as a closely constructed domestic sphere (often composed 

of a single room with limited views into adjacent spaces), in most of the scenes 

concentrated on the couple. They’re shown eating dinner together, sitting with their 

young sons, and pushing their baby carriage down the street. Each moment of picture 

perfect domestic complacency is interrupted by the intrusion of the outside world.  

As the film offers a few brief glimpses into the history of their family and into 

Gemma’s growing unease with the climate of violence surrounding their home, it does so 

not through the reproduction of instances unique to the couple, but through a series of 
                                                

417 See for example Tamberlich, “Calabresi e Pinelli raccontati .”  



 259 

stock depictions that work to appeal to the shared visual memory of the audience. The 

similarity between this series of images and the adverts of the 1960s and 1970s featuring 

the emblematic contented housewife helps underline the close connection of the private 

and public spheres, while at once subverting any superficial nostalgic longing: the very 

mise-en-scene brings attention to the intrinsic vulnerability of the couple and to Gemma’s 

agonizing powerlessness to react against the events taking place. In the final scenes of the 

film, Calabresi and his wife walk out of the frame leaving the camera with a fixed view 

of their kitchen. While the viewer is left to contemplate a single, open cabinet, they can 

also hear the characters’ voices growing dimmer as they make their way to the door. The 

next series of shots juxtaposes a mid shot of Gemma washing the dishes with one of 

Calabresi’s dead body lying on the sidewalk outside. Her simple gestures, almost banal in 

their adherence to heteronormative gender roles of the period, acquire an unforeseen 

significance. Although these compositional entities may be read as a way of conflating 

Gemma with the other material trappings of the Calabresi’s social class (and thus limiting 

any expression of individual agency), they also allow the reader to glimpse the personal 

memorial traces often forgotten in the media examinations of Calabresi’s death. The 

dominant events of the narrative are retold and reshaped through Gemma’s point of view; 

Calabresi’s life and his memorial inheritance assume the nuance of individual experience. 

As his wife is shown watching reports on Annarumma’s death and the funerals for the 17 

victims at Piazza Fontana, the viewer is encouraged to imagine the way in which these 

fragments become part of her personal narrative, as well part of her family’s memorial 
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baggage. That same viewer is also prompted to look beyond the role of the “madre e 

moglie coraggio” often ascribed to Gemma Calabresi and to revisit her place in the 

history of the anni di piombo from a more human perspective.418 

Although the film demonstrates a marked attempt at offering the viewer insight 

into the experiences of the Calabresi and Pinelli families, Licia Pinelli is given a 

relatively small role in the narrative. Mirroring the attention of the press granted the two 

women over the last forty years (which— due to her subsequent social standing, her 

youth at the time of the murder, and her overall physical appearance— often privileges 

Gemma Calabresi’s more marketable perspective), Licia is depicted primarily in her 

public role as dignified grieving widow and the film seems largely uninterested in 

delving deeper into her reaction to the events of the period; her pain and that of the other 

women in her family is relegated to the few brief scenes centered around Pinelli’s arrest, 

death, and the public inquest. Despite this representational void, the scenes dedicated to 

the Pinelli women are among the most compelling in the film. The theatric quality 

described in the scenes featuring Gemma assumes a very different character in the scenes 

depicting Licia and her mother in law, especially when the two women are shown visiting 

Giuseppe Pinelli’s body. In the first scene at the hospital, Pinelli’s mother (interpreted by 
                                                

418 “Donna Coraggio,” “madre coraggio,” and “moglie coraggio” are terms used to designate those women 
who react to the death of a child or husband. In the context of the anni di piombo, ithas been used to speak 
of Gemma Calabresi. The term resurfaced in media reports following the “giorno della memoria” instituted 
by Giorgio Napolitano. Even Laura Chiatti utilized it to describe her role in the film. See, “Laura Chiatti: 
io, Gemma Calabresi donna coraggio in Romanzo di una strage,” Il Messaggero.it, last modified November 
30, 2012, 
http://www.ilmessaggero.it/HOME_CINEMA/laura_chiatti_io_gemma_calabresi_donna_coraggio_in_rom
anzo_di_una_strage/notizie/186306.shtml.  
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Giulia Lazzarini) enters the building to find a host of doctors, nurses, and police officers 

talking at the foot of a set of stairs. When she asks them to take her to her son, the crowd 

grows silent and disperses. As the woman calls for their help, a long shot allows the 

viewer to see the empty room in its entirety. The position of the camera and the shape of 

the entrance way call to mind the amphitheatres of the Greco-roman theatrical tradition. 

This visual similarity immediately connects Pinelli’s mother to the weeping women of 

old and highlights the absence of the chorus. While, as Rush Rehm notes in Greek Tragic 

Theatre, the chorus is a protean entity that can assume a wide variety of roles depending 

on the action depicted, its fundamental purpose is to provide the audience with an 

interpretive key and to “force [them] to consider elements not strictly related to the plot, 

and yet not extraneous to the workings of the play.”419 In featuring a fleeing chorus, the 

film positions its viewers in their place. The interpretation of the events displayed 

onscreen and their position within the broader historical narrative becomes the 

responsibility of each viewer.  

This responsibility extends beyond the confines of Calabresi and Pinelli’s 

individual deaths to encompass the larger historical reality alluded to in the film. If 

Gemma Calabresi and Licia Pinelli’s personal narratives serve to re-establish the ethical 

charge underpinning their husbands’ deaths, they also allow the viewer to discern the 

ways that various structures of power imposed their will on the vulnerable members of 

society. Licia’s tenacity in vindicating her husband is juxtaposed to an inherently 
                                                

419 Rush Rehm, Greek Tragic Theater (New York: Routledge, 2001), 60.  
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patriarchal system that uses violence and subterfuge to advance its objectives. In 

reminding its audience that the truth behind the events depicted has yet to be ascertained, 

the film also implies that the responsible governmental bodies (many of which still exist) 

remain unpunished. Produced after the establishment of a national day of memory 

dedicated to the victims of terrorism in 2007 and celebrated each year on May 9 (in 

commemoration of Aldo Moro’s murder), this film attempts to counteract the amnesiac 

effects of this memorialization.  

Although Glynn cites Romanzo di una strage as part of that corpus of cinematic 

works that have reminded “the Italian public of the many ordinary Italians who died 

alongside high-profile victims of terrorism,” the film and its director demonstrate a 

certain reticence to look closely at the more “ordinary” victims of the bombing.420 The 17 

individuals who died at Piazza Fontana are listed by name in the opening credits, but are 

noticeably absent from the narrative plane. With the exception of a blurred fragment from 

footage of the funeral, there is no depiction of the victims or their family members and no 

insight on how these people came to find themselves at the bank; the audience is simply 

left with a vague sense of collective loss. In her article, Glynn adopts Justin Crumbaugh’s 

understanding of the representational conventions that help fashion the victimhood of 

people who fall prey to acts of aggression.421 She notes that every production of a victim 

                                                

420 Glynn, “The ‘turn to the victim’ in Italian culture: Victim-centred narratives of the anni di piombo” 
Modern Italy 18, no. 4 (2013): 374.  
421 Ibid., 375.  
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narrative should elicit questions about what kind of subjects and objects are produced.422 

In Giordana’s film, the anonymous casualties of the strage are given none of the agency 

of their more notable counterparts. They are an anonymous mass defined solely by their 

presence at a pivotal juncture of recent Italian history; the reader only catches a glimpse 

of their faces in the few seconds before the bomb goes off. By inserting the names of the 

victims into the paratextual elements of the film, the director pays homage to the dead, 

but he also allows them to fall back into oblivion once the film begins. The viewer is 

tasked with remembering them again only at the very end. This element of the film ties 

into a larger criticism advanced by Valeria Gandus in her review of the film for Il fatto 

quotidiano in which she remarks on the total absence of “civil society” in Giordana’s 

work.423 She argues that the film fails to show the way that Italian society reacted to these 

events; she notes, in particular, the director’s reticence to show the crowds that attended 

the funeral or the public outrage prompted by Pinelli’s death.  

In spite of this omission, the film, like La meglio gioventù before it, creates a 

depiction of a formative series of events accessible to a varied public. The characters 

represented are at once hauntingly familiar, yet re-contextualized for a growing subset of 

the population too young to have any personal memories of the events. By expanding the 

scope of the film’s inquest from the bombing itself to the other episodes that framed it, 

Giordana creates a cinematic experience that invites the viewer to reconsider the place of 
                                                

422 Ibid. 
423 Valeria Gandus, “’Romanzo di una strage,’ manca la società civile,” Il fatto quotidiano.it, last modified 
April 5, 2012, http://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2012/04/05/romanzo-strage-societa-civile-vede/202492/.  
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these events in the articulation of political identities. Although less successfully 

articulated than in Bellocchio’s Buongiorno, notte, Giordana’s Romanzo di una strage is 

also concerned with addressing the palimpsests of collective memory. The film is rife 

with subtle references to both the media coverage of the period and to more imaginative 

representations such as the crime dramas of the 1970s and works like Dario Fo’s Morte 

Accidentale di un’anarchico (1970).424 Although scholars like Giglioli have critiqued the 

film for advancing a diluted portrayal of the events so as to put an end to the period’s 

divided memory (and this is particularly evident in those scenes that unabashedly 

romanticize the relationship between Pinelli and Calabresi in an attempt to mitigate 

blame), I argue that the film also problematizes extant conceptions regarding victimhood 

and perpetration in the anni di piombo. In “La fisionomia del terrorismo nero nel cinema 

poliziesco italiano degli anni ’70” Andrea Pergolari remarks on the difficulty of clearly 

“expressing or representing the phenomenon” of right wing terrorism.425 Utilizing the 

distinct perspectives of Paolo Cucchiarelli’s Il segreto di Piazza Fontana and the 

director’s own memories of the events, the film finds a way to do just that. By 

highlighting the subjective nature and the artifice of his representation (through the film’s 

more theatrical elements and the adaptation of a work with its own connotation), 

Giordana repudiates those retellings that have focused on a faceless conspiracy. He 

                                                

424 Dario Fo, Morte accidentale di un anarchico (Turin: Einaudi, 2007).  

425 Andrea Pergolari, “La fisionomia del terrorismo nero nel cinema poliziesco italiano degli anni ’70,” in 
Schermi di piombo: Il terrorismo nel cinema italiano, ed. Christian Uva (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino 
Editore, 2007), 160.  
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presents his viewers with well-developed organizations and individuals that, due to their 

ties with local and national governments, were allowed to act with relative impunity. 

While making no claim to a privileged understanding of the truth, Romanzo di una strage 

advances a possible interpretation that pushes its audience to reconsider the nature of a 

trauma that still haunts local and national communities alike.  

MARCO BALIANI- RECOMPOSING THE BODY IN CORPO DI STATO AND L’OCCASIONE  

In speaking to the shared memory of the anni di piombo few dramaturges or 

authors have had the popular and critical impact of Marco Baliani. His works, 

particularly the play Corpo di Stato, but also Antigone delle città (1991), Antigoni della 

terra (1992), and the more recently published novel L’occasione, engage directly with the 

individual and collective memories of the generation that lived through the tumultuous 

1970s.426 For the purpose of my discussion on Baliani’s contributions to the artistic re-

visitations discussed in this chapter, I will concentrate on his 1998 play and his most 

recent novel. These two works speak to the various memorial registers invoked 

throughout Baliani’s body of work and anchor an extended narrative addressed to a 

multigenerational context. Although they differ considerably in substance, genre, and 

tone, both rely on the presence of an inherently limited point of view that guides the 

audience or reader through the fragmented recollections of an otherwise absent memorial 

                                                

426 See Antigone della città, by Marco Baliani, directed by Città di Bologna, Bologna, August 1, 1991; and   
Antigoni della terra, by Marco Baliani, directed by Città di Bologna, Bologna, August 1, 1992.  
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community. This community is (re)membered (as Morrison might say)— like the 

missing, abstracted bodies of Peppino Impastato in the play and Marco’s father in the 

book— through the processes of witnessing and imaginative reconstruction.  

In Corpo di Stato, Baliani takes the stage to tell, through his own memories (and 

by extension those of his generation), the series of events that would bring Italy from a 

university occupation at Valle Giulia in 1973 to the various entities that make up the 

kidnapping and murder of Aldo Moro in 1978.427 A foundational piece of Italy’s teatro di 

narrazione, Corpo di Stato takes shape, like so many of the other works ascribed to this 

“quasi-genre,” through the minimal staging and the restrained narration of a recent event 

with epic implications.428 One of the last in a long line of theatrical works on the Moro 

kidnapping, Baliani’s play has been heralded by scholars like Glynn and Lombardi as the 

first to “finally give voice to the reactions of an entire of generation” and to promote 

“among the audience an intense examination of its collective responsibilities.”429 Like 

Ascanio Celestini’s Radio Clandestina, the work relies on the presence of a single 

individual who evokes, through memory, the experiences of a now defunct social cultural 

environment. As Nicoletta Marini-Maio and Ellen Nerenberg have observed, the play is 

dominated by a single narrating “I” consolidated in a protagonist that is at once actor, 

                                                

427 Marco Baliani, Corpo di stato; Il delitto Moro (Milan: Rizzoli, 2003).  
428 Simone Soriani, “Dario Fo, Il Teatro di Narrazione, la nuova performance epica. Per una genealogia di 
un ‘quasi-genere,’’ Forum Italicum 39, no. 2 (2005): 620.  
429 Glynn and Lombardi, introduction to Remembering Aldo Moro,10. 
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director, and writer.430 While the narrative takes shape around the Moro case, and often 

works from within shared memories of the event to contextualize specific episodes, 

Baliani’s emotions and experiences quite literally take center stage.  

In her compelling contribution to Remembering Aldo Moro Marini-Maio argues 

that Baliani’s dramatic monologue articulates its reflection and mediation on the actions 

of a generation through the form of the “tragic palinode.”431 For Marini-Maio, this 

rhetorical structure, which articulates a “re-reading or retraction of a previous statement, 

sentiment, or idea,” underpins the majority of the playwright’s works.432 He utilizes this 

form in conjunction with the basic components of tragedy—i.e. “the conflict between the 

individual and power, hubris, tragic guilt, the complexity of the notions of good and evil, 

and the involvement of the collective subject”— to conjure “the images and myths of an 

entire generation in the moment of their decay.”433 By grounding this recollection in an 

inherently subjective narration that rejects dramatic action in favor of drawing the focus 

to the narrator, Baliani implicates his listeners in his political message; they become part 

of a community anchored around the “narrator’s experience, history, and civic 

                                                

430 Nicoletta Marini-Maio and Ellen Neremberg, “Critical Introduction: Corpses and Coups: On Body of 
State,” in Body of State: The Moro Affair, a Nation Divided, ed. and trans. Nicoletta Marini-Maio, Ellen 
Nerenberg, and Thomas Simpson (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2012), 17.  
431 Nicoletta Marini-Maio, “Unbury that Body: The Tragic Palinode of a Generation in Marco Baliani’s 
Corpo di Stato,” in Remembering Aldo Moro: The Cultural Legacy of the 1978 Kidnapping and Murder, 
eds. Ruth Glynn and Giancarlo Lombardi (Oxford: Legenda, 2012), 123.  
432 Ibid. 
433 Ibid. 
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responsibility.”434 

Much of this responsibility lies in revisiting the kidnapping of Aldo Moro and the 

rest of the years of lead from a different perspective than that traditionally advanced by 

mainstream media. In speaking directly to his audience, the narrator invites his listeners 

to look beyond the more easily digested notions of collective trauma. As in Bellocchio’s 

film, the famous photographs of the statesman are merely an entry point for a deeper 

investigation of the complex resonances of this event. By evoking the emblematic images 

of Moro’s body, the narrator engenders a re-reading of the place of that body in the 

articulation of group and individual identities. In the diary released in conjunction with 

the play, Baliani explains the motivations behind its staging:  

Non dovevamo lasciarci irretire dalla figura politica di Moro, dallo scenario di 
trame e intrighi che la sua morte portava con sé, no, su quella strada saremmo 
ricaduti facilmente nelle dietrologie e nei commenti, no, era il corpo di Moro 
l'asse calamitante del mio raccontare, proprio la fisicità di quel suo corpo 
divenuto ingombrante, sia da vivo, corpo prigioniero, sia da morto, corpo 
immolato/destinato.435 
 

This concentration on the physicality of Moro’s corpse allows the viewer to temporarily 

look beyond the various discursive entities that have shaped shared understandings. If, as 

Glynn suggests in her chapter on “Moro as a Figure of Speech,” the dead statesman has 

repeatedly been used as a “vehicle for the speech of others,” then Baliani’s play 
                                                

434 Ibid., 124. 
435 Marco Baliani, Diario di Corpo di Stato, Marco Baliani.it, last modified 2015, 
http://www.marcobaliani.it/corpodistato.php, 4. “We weren’t supposed to let ourselves become entangled 
by Moro’s political figure, by the plots and intrigues that his death carried with it. No, on that path we 
would have easily fallen back into the conspiracy theories and in the comments. No, Moro’s body was the 
magnetizing axis of my narration, exactly the physicality of that body that had become cumbersome both in 
life, as the body held captive, and in death, as the sacrificial/destined body.” Translation mine. 
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endeavors to allow the audience to return to that original signifier so that they can 

rearticulate its place in his extant structures of interpretation.436 The focus on the body— 

a focus that fractilizes as Baliani’s own dominant corporeality (which grounds his 

“declared subjective vision”) creates a space for the “smaller” stories of family members, 

friends, fellow protestors, and extremist leaders— enables the viewer to revisit the events 

surrounding Moro’s death from a different perspective.437 The postmodern pastiche of the 

Moro killing, which by its very nature implies the collapse of pertinent frames of 

reference, regains its spatial and temporal specificity. In so doing, the various memorial 

legacies obfuscated by Moro’s mythic sacrifice become more visible. Among these, the 

narrator addresses a story that, despite its significance for communities centered around 

the victims of the mafia and Italy’s longstanding struggle with organized crime, had been 

largely ignored in mainstream political and academic discourse: the murder of Sicilian 

activist Peppino Impastato.438 Although both Impastato and Moro were brutally murdered 

on the same day, media coverage and political commemorations have focused almost 

exclusively on the DC leader. In Corpo di stato, Baliani does not discount the traumatic 

legacy of Moro’s death; instead, he revisits the physical nature of the statesman’s murder 

                                                

436 Ruth Glynn, “Moro as Figure of Speech,” 91.  
 
437 Marini-Maio, “Unbury that Body,”120.  
438 Baliani’s play can arguably be credited with bringing Impastato’s death back to the attention of the 
contemporary Italian public. Since its release, other works such as Giordana’s acclaimed I cento passi 
(2000) have sought to open a conversation on the place of this even in individual, collective, and national 
identities.  
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in excruciating detail and reconnects it, through empathy, to a figure that suffered a 

similar fate and whose contemporary legacy has yet to be fully addressed.  

In the play, the stories of Peppino Impastato and Aldo Moro take shape almost 

simultaneously. They begin with a shared date, May 9, 1978, and move in opposite 

directions from there. While Baliani recounts the brutal events leading up to Impastato’s 

death chronologically, the narration of Moro’s execution works backwards from the final 

“burst” of gunfire. This arrangement, almost cyclical in nature, ties together two 

seemingly unconnected events and highlights their inherent similarities. In recounting 

both, the narrator strips away the “glamour” of mystery and intrigue to bring the 

listener’s attention to the vulnerable humanity of these two victims. Building on the 

prosthetic memory of Moro’s death in his article on “New Commitment in Italian 

‘Theatrical Storytelling,’” Pierpaolo Antonello describes the way in which Baliani’s 

theater of narration discards the more “static, domesticated, aestheticized forms of 

memory” in favor of “a kind of emotional memory that can deeply affect the audience, 

and which becomes cognitively impressive and memorable because it is emotionally 

charged.”439 Marini-Maio and Neremberg further suggest that the emotionally captivating 

nature of the text is constructed through the careful juxtaposition of a Brechtian 

                                                

439 Pierpaolo Antonello, “New Commitment in Italian ‘Theatrical Story-telling’: Memory, Testimony and 
the Evidential Paradigm,” in Postmodern Impegno: Ethics and Commitment in Contemporary Italian 
Culture (New York: Peter Lang, 2009), 239.  
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detachment and an embodied interpretation that implicate the audience in the alternation 

“between objective and subjective remembering.”440 

Baliani’s embodied interpretation specifically works to create a space where the 

viewer can bear “witness” from a different perspective. In narrating the deaths of Peppino 

Impastato and Aldo Moro, the narrator invites his viewers not to linger at the periphery of 

the images that have dominated shared memories of the event, but to enter into a sort of 

dialogue with these figures. In both episodes, he pauses to ask a series of questions on the 

state of mind of the protagonist that remind the audience of the brutalized human beings 

behind the figure of speech. In the televised edition of his play for RAI, he begins his 

monologue by looking down at his audience with the columns of the Roman Forum 

framing him. Relaying the events leading up to Moro’s death, he moves from a direct 

explanation of the facts to a more halting reflection on the statesman’s last thoughts:  

9 maggio 1978. Via Montalcini, Roma. All’alba. Aldo Moro. Gli hanno sparato a 
mitraglia, una sventagliata, in pigiama e canottiera. Come fosse uscito dal sonno. 
Come un pensionato romano. L’hanno svegliato, l’hanno portato giù in garage. 
Che gli avranno detto quella mattina? Che avevano raggiunto un accordo? Che lo 
liberavano? O forse gli hanno solo detto di seguirli, così. Aldo Moro avrà intuito 
che era la fine. Avrà visto in volto per la prima volta i suoi carcierieri, a viso 
scoperto. Allora… allora sì, deve aver capito. Sarà rimasto incredulo. Per un 
attimo sarà rimasto stupito. Che dopo tutto quel calvario, si concludesse così, 
dentro un garage, in pigiama. Così anonimo, come se ad ucciderlo fossero uscieri 
del palazzo. Forse Aldo Moro sin dall’inizio aveva capito. Sì, aveva intuito 
l’esito, la scontata sentenza finale. Lo aveva sentito di essere dentro un ciclo del 
destino senza scampo, senza scelte. Improvvisamente divenuto lui una pedina, e 
non più conduttore del gioco. Lui, che sapeva bene cos’èra il potere e come si 
muovono e come si usano gli uomini.441  

                                                

440 Marini-Maio and Neremberg, “Critical Introduction,”29.  
441 “Marco Baliani Corpo di stato [1998],” YouTube video, from a performance televised by RAIDUE in 
1998, by Marco Baliani-Press, February 20, 2010, https://youtu.be/Bku-JLuam9c. “May 9, 1978. Via 
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 By first conjuring the image of Moro as a sleepy Roman retiree and then asking 

himself—and by extension the audience— what could have been going through Moro’s 

mind at the moment of his execution, he disrupts essentializing narratives that often begin 

with the abandoned Renault 4 in Rome’s Via Caetani. Similarly, by pondering the last 

moments of Impastato’s life, Moro encourages his listeners to empathize with the young 

man rather than dismissing him as just another victim of the anni di piombo. Narrating 

the death of Peppino Impastato, Baliani looks directly at his spectators. “Peppino 

Impastato ora è svenuto. Sì, voglio pensare questo, che sia svenuto,” Baliani admits to his 

complicit audience, “Che non abbia sentito il suo corpo trascinato in quella Via Crucis di 

binari, dietro alla stazione, vicino al suo paese che dorme.”442 Marini-Maio proposes that 

Baliani’s play creates a “collective rite of mourning through which the self of the author-

narrator reflects on and mediates with his entire generation.”443 This mourning acts as a 

cathartic event through which it becomes possible to move beyond a trauma that has 

                                                                                                                                            

Montalcini, Rome. At dawn.  Aldo Moro. They shot him with a spray of machine gun fire, in his pajamas 
and undershirt.  As if he had just woken up. As if he were a Roman retiree. They woke him up, they 
brought him down to the garage. What could they have said to him that morning? That they’d reached an 
agreement? That they were freeing him? Or maybe they just told him to follow him, that’s it. Aldo Moro 
will have understood it was the end. He will have seen his guards’ faces for the first time, uncovered. 
Then…then, yes, he will have understood. He will have been incredulous. For a moment, he will have been 
astonished. That after all this suffering, it was ending like this, in a garage, in his pajamas. So anonymous, 
as if the building’s ushers had killed him. Maybe Aldo Moro had understood it since the beginning. He had 
foreseen this outcome, the banal final sentence. He had felt himself caught in the cycle of fate with no 
escape. All of a sudden, he’d become a pawn, and not the master of the game. He, who knew what power 
was and how to move and use men.” Translation and transcription mine.   
442 Ibid. “Peppino Impastato has now fainted. Yes, I want to believe this, that he has fainted. That he hasn’t 
felt his body being dragged down the Via Crucis of the train tracks behind the station, next to his village 
that’s sleeping.” Translation and transcription mine.  
443 Marini-Maio, “Unbury that body,” 122.  
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divided multiple generations of Italians and to break a discursive paralysis that has 

allowed structures of violence and corruption to act with indemnity.  

As Marini-Maio and others have noted, Baliani’s attempt to reintegrate this 

trauma in personal and collective narratives is coupled with a pronounced willingness to 

acknowledge his own guilt, as well as that of his memorial collective. If Giordana’s La 

meglio gioventù displaces blame by conjuring the image of the unstable female terrorist, 

Corpo di stato endeavors to accurately weigh the responsibilities of both left and right 

wing activist groups. In utilizing the Moro case to open the floodgates of collective 

memory, the narrator also evokes his own memories of the transitional moment in which 

he and his community decided to take up arms. Entrusting his audience with his story, he 

recounts a moment in which he threw a Molotov cocktail against the police. He recollects 

that despite the scorn he and his close friends felt for protestors who participated in the 

escalating violence of protests in the early ‘70s, in the heat of the moment he had allowed 

himself to be drawn in by those comrades that advocated for the use of extreme measures. 

At a later point, while reflecting upon those young men and women who got themselves 

killed in an attempt to impress Red Brigade leaders, he confesses that much of his 

decision not to follow his comrades underground stemmed from the fear of having to 

abandon his life as he knew it. In sharing his stories and those of his companions 

(shifting, as Marini-Maio, has noted, between a singular, narrating “I” and a communal 

“we”) he unearths the sufferings, disappointments, and mistakes buried beneath the 

conspiracy theories, ethically spent images, and melodramatic tone—as Robin Wagner-
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Pacifici has described it— that constitute the pastiche of the Moro Affair.444 By framing 

the audience as his main interlocutor, he invites them to participate in a dialogic 

investigation of the many diverse entities that make up experience of the anni di piombo. 

Only by acknowledging and enganging with the multivocality of the event, the narrator 

suggests, will it be possible to reconstitute the lacerated body of state.  

While Corpo di Stato is predominantly concerned with voicing the memories and 

emotions of those who, like Baliani himself, lived through the 1970s, L’occasione speaks 

to the way in which the traumas of the anni di piombo are handed down, often 

unacknowledged, between generations.445 The novel, like the play, focuses on the 

silences that have shaped memorial transmission since the war. In a 1998 interview with 

Oliviero Ponte di Pino, Baliani describes the motivations behind the development of his 

play:  

Da tempo volevo raccontare gli anni ’70, e dopo questo Corpo di Stato voglio 
fare un racconto un po’ più disteso. Non mi sembra che siano stati fatti dei 
racconti su quegli anni. A mio figlio quelle vicende non le ho mai raccontate, 
così come i nostri genitori non ci hanno raccontato nulla sulla Resistenza e sul 
fascismo. 446 
 

                                                

444 Ibid., 130. Robin Wagner-Pacifici, The Moro Morality Play: Terrorism as Social Drama (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1986).  
445 Marco Baliani, L’occasione (Milan: Rizzoli, 2013), Kindle edition.  
446 “Baliani: Corpo di Stato. Il delitto Moro,” Carmilla; Letteratura, immaginario, e cultura d’opposizione, 
last updated May 19, 2003, http://www.carmillaonline.com/2003/05/19/baliani-corpo-di-stato-il-delitto-
moro/. “I’ve wanted to narrate the 1970s for a long time, and after this Corpo di Stato, I want to create a 
more extensive work. It doesn’t seem as if there were stories told of those years. I never told my son these 
stories, just like our parents never told us anything about the resistance and about fascism.” Translation 
Mine. 
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In this passage the author highlights the way Italian society has been fundamentally 

shaped not just by the memories of its various divided collectives, but also by the 

“forgetfulness” forced on each subsequent generation. This missing conversation, an 

implied factor in a larger inability to truly move beyond certain events, becomes the very 

“occasion” for the re-visitation of Italian terrorism that takes place in L’occasione; the 

dialogue (or lack thereof) between parents and their children occupies a prominent role in 

the composition and narration of this novel. Baliani’s work presents its reader with the 

fragmented family narrative of Marcella, a former member of a left wing extremist group, 

and her son Matteo. It follows these two characters as they deal with the fallout of 

Marcella’s confession surrounding the true events behind the death of Matteo’s father, 

Giovanni: while Matteo begins an investigation into his father’s past in an attempt to 

better understand an elusive figure whose absence has profoundly shaped his life, 

Marcella utilizes this revelation to move forward and break the stasis that had previously 

marked her existence.  

 The novel begins in April of 2000 with Marcella’s participation in a school trip to 

the Basilica of San Francesco d’Assisi. While waiting for her students, she encounters a 

man who believes himself to be Frate Ginepro (Brother Juniper), a follower of St. Francis 

known for his comic simplicity in the thirteenth-century vulgar text Vita di Frate 

Ginepro.447 The man, a mental patient from a nearby hospital, re-enacts Frate Ginerpo’s 

                                                

447 See Guido Davico Bonino, ed.,I fioretti di San Francesco. Seguiti da: Le considerazioni sulle stimmate-
la vita del beato Egidio-I detti del beato Egidio-La vita di frate Ginepro e accompagnati da “Storie di San 
Francesco” di Giotto (Milan: SE, 2013). Film audiences are most likely familiar with the character of Frate 
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desperate and ultimately futile attempt to reach a dying Saint Francis in time to save his 

life. His story, which emerges time and again in the narratives of the various protagonists, 

strikes Marcella who sees herself in the story of the friar; the phrase “Non sono arrivato 

in tempo” or “I didn’t make it on time” resonates with her own failure to call her partner 

with news of her pregnancy before he embarked on the armed robbery that would cost 

him his life. The meeting shakes her out of her complacency (bringing her to notice for 

the first time the absence of one of her students) and she decides to tell her son the truth 

about his father. The conversation that follows fundamentally changes the way that 

mother and son view their relationship and the world in which they live.  

 When the reader first meets Matteo, he is the embodiment of a youth raised in the 

consumer culture of the 1980s and 1990s. Preoccupied only with reaching his friends at a 

dance club and with receiving the money necessary to do so, he initially ignores his 

mother’s attempts to talk to him. When Marcella’s obvious grief finally catches his 

attention, he sits down to listen to her story. Their subsequent conversation not only helps 

Matteo understand the empty spaces and sadness that shaped his development, but he also 

comes to view Marcella as an individual whose identity comprehends more than just her 

role as mother. “Non mi avevi mai parlato di quegli anni,” Matteo tells her, “non ho mai 

                                                                                                                                            

Ginepro from Roberto Rossellini’s 1950 Francesco giullare di Dio. Francesco, giullare di Dio, directed by 
Roberto Rossellini (1950; Campi Bisenzio: CG Entertainment, 2013), DVD.  
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saputo niente di te.”448As Matteo listens to her narrate the circumstances of his father’s 

death, he is taken aback by the way in which even her language assumes an essentially 

different character: “Matteo è incredulo, sua madre sta parlando in un modo che lui non 

ha mai sentito, quelle parole, “gruppo di fuoco,” “piccolo borghese,” “armi,” è come se 

scoprisse di avere di fronte un’altra persona….449” This change in vocabulary acts as a 

verbal cue that alerts Matteo and the reader to the presence of distinct memorial 

communities. It is also highlights the profound disjunction between two generations and 

the interpretive difficulties that arise when trauma breaks the flow of memorial 

transmission. In How Societies Remember, Paul Connerton observes the way in which 

group identities are consolidated, transmitted, and expressed through embodied memorial 

practices.450 Within this framework, mannerisms, dress, and speech work to reconnect the 

individual to a larger community centered on the performance of shared 

remembrances.451 In the novel, the narrator evidences the fracture in the community that 

results from the older generation’s unwillingness to share their memories with their 

children.  

                                                

448 Marco Baliani, L’occasione. “’You’d never spoken of those years to me,’…‘I’ve never known anything 
about you.’” Translation mine. 
449 Ibid. “Matteo is in disbelief, his mother is talking in a way he’d never heard before, those words —‘fire 
group,’ ‘small bourgeois,’ ‘weapons’—it’s almost as if he had discovered another person sitting in front of 
him. Translation mine. 
450 Connerton, How Societies Remember, 72. 
451 Ibid. 
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Although Marcella has few details to offer her son, the very act of acknowledging 

the lasting effects of his father’s absence acts has a reconstituting effect. As in Baliani’s 

play, the acknowledgement of trauma enables the protagonists to explore the previously 

unacknowledged legacies shaping the relationship of the individual to the larger social 

context. In opening a space for dialogue, Marcella allows her son to ask questions about 

his father and thus speak his name for the first time: 

Matteo ha un sussulto, quella parola detta così, “papà,” lo ha spaventato, solo ora 
si rende conto di non verla mai pronunciata, o forse da piccolo, tanto tempo 
prima, ora quella parola si è come incarnata in un corpo vivido, presente. Per la 
prima volta Matteo percepisce la corporeità di suo padre, lo vede in quella stanza, 
avverte la forma delle sue mani, delle spalle, lo vede vivo, ancora vivo nella sua 
giovinezza. Questa visione lo attraversa con una fitta di dolore lacinante. 

452
 

 
The haunting silence of Giovanni’s absence gradually fills and Matteo finds a starting 

point for the renegotiation of his identity. A photograph offered by Marcella as means of 

grounding her story becomes the roadmap for rediscovery As one of the only remaining 

fragments of Giovanni’s life, the photograph (and the story that animates it) acts as a 

catalyst in the lives of the characters. A seemingly banal depiction of a nostalgic episode 

from Marcella’s past, the picture helps anchor a number of seemingly irreconcilable 

narratives. For Matteo, born into a childhood marked by the silences and half-truths told 

by his mother and grandparents, it advances a means of filling in the gaps of his identity. 

He sets out to meet the other people, his father’s comrades, named on the back of the 
                                                

452 Baliani, L’occasione. “Matteo starts. That word said like that, ‘daddy,’ it scared him. Only now does he 
realize that he’s never said it, or maybe just when he was little, a long time ago. Now that word has almost 
taken shape in a vivid, present body. For the first time, Marco perceives the physicality of his father, he 
sees him in that room, he can feel the shape of his hands, of his shoulders, he sees him alive, still alive in 
his youth. That vision goes through him with a pang of stabbing pain.” Translation mine.  
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photograph. Sara, Luca, and Marco’s accounts, most of which conflict in some detail or 

another, disrupt the opacity of the image and bring Matteo’s attention to previously 

unseen details. Throughout his various encounters, the photograph seems to change; the 

characters, no longer frozen by the viewer’s indifference, come in and out of focus and 

their expressions gain new subtleties.  

The members of his parent’s “gruppo di fuoco” are able to shed some light on the 

untimeliness of his mother’s phone call and on larger issues of guilt and blame. 

Beginning with Sara— who enables him to find the other people photographed—they 

help underline the coexistence of multiple viewpoints and a shared responsibility for the 

events that took place. As in Baliani’s own recollections, each individual is 

simultaneously the victim of the increased brutality of the state during the years of lead 

and responsible for having participated in the violence. Sara, Luca, and Marco each 

grapple with that trauma in different ways, choosing, respectively, isolation, atonement, 

and denial. Despite her pivotal role in the narrative, Sara’s characterization does little to 

offer a more nuanced perspective of the Italian female terrorist. Described as a fanatical, 

unyielding, and embittered character, she closely resembles the “traumatic woman” 

examined by Glynn in Women, Terrorism, and Trauma in Italian Culture.453 Bundled in 

an oversized coat and emotionally closed off from the people that surround her, she 

resembles the prototypical violent woman that has dominated cinematic and literary 

representations. As the first person encountered from the photograph (with the exception 
                                                

453 Ruth Glynn, Women, Terrorism and Trauma in Italian Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).  
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of Marcella herself), she provides a foundation for the other meetings that will take place 

in Matteo’s investigation, but she does so through an intrinsically embodied performance 

of memory. In no other encounter in the novel is the psychological pathology of a 

character explored through such a detailed examination of the body. From Matteo’s first 

glimpse of Sara across a crowded piazzetta to her final exit, the narrator maps her shifting 

physiology. Within this inherently theatrical text, the language describing these shifts are 

explored through light and sound and the reader can almost imagine the scene taking 

place on stage. As she and Matteo converse, her appearance and voice change 

dramatically, alternating between the youthful registers of nostalgia and the prematurely 

aged markers of a woman who feels completely dissociated from the contemporary 

context. For instance, when Matteo wonders what would have happened had she 

answered his mother’s phone call, Sara loses any trace of vulnerability or compassion; 

“Sara ha rialzato lo sguardo verso Matteo, il suo volto è cambiato, c’è una durezza nuova 

negli occhi,” the narrator describes, “anche la voce si è trasformata, è divenuta fredda, 

tagliente, senza più nulla di giovanile.”454 In the passage that follows, Sara informs 

Matteo not just of the futility of imagining an alternative series of events, but also the 

impossibility of constructing a dialogue between the two generations. The previously 

empathetic conversation changes tone dramatically and Sara inveighs against Matteo:  

                                                

454 Baliani, L’occasione. “Sara has lifted her gaze toward Matteo, her face has changed, there’s a new 
hardness in her eyes. Even her voice has changed, it’s become cold, cutting, there’s nothing youthful about 
it anymore.” Translation mine.  
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“Mi hai chiesto di parlare e ora devi stare a sentirmi, anche se non ti piacerà 
quello che dico”…”La verità di allora non c’entra niente con questo tempo qui, 
niente con questi tavolini, questa gente, e niente neppure con te”… “ma non 
credo che tu lo possa capire.” Un grigiore improviso scende a impiombare i 
tavolini e il marciapiede, un piccione, anch’esso grigio-topo, si posa a due passi 
da loro. Sara si è fatta più vecchia, si è ingobbita nella protezione del pastrano. 
“Se tua madre quella mattina mi avesse raccontato tutto, io non lo avrei mai detto 
a Giovanni.” Fissa il volto di Matteo, gli occhi ridotti a fessure luccicanti, “avevo 
tutte le ragioni per fare questo, tu non sai cosa significa vivere con lo spasimo di 
un’azione mortale da compiere, avevamo una febbre addosso, una febbre 
meravigliosa, lo capisci questo? Non, non puoi, tu vivi in questo mondo di 
ovatta, dove ti fottono ogni giorno senza che nemmeno te ne accorgi.”455 

 
Her unwillingness to consider a different past and her belief in the fundamental 

disjunction between the generations function as an abortive act within the text that 

underlines her unnaturalness as a mother. By insisting that Matteo could never 

understand their actions or motivations she puts an end to any possible exchange and 

removes her memories from the present elaborations of collective identity, thus cutting 

herself out of any memorial lineage. Although she leaves him with a few more details 

regarding the events of his father’s death and a new name to follow, the rest of her 

mnemonic legacy remains hidden— like her thin, almost emaciated body—under the 

protective layers that shield her from the outside world.  

                                                

455 Ibid. “’You asked me to speak and now you have to listen, even if you wont’ like what I have to 
say’…‘That truth has nothing to do with today, with these tables, these people, or even with you’…‘but I 
don’t think you can understand that.’ A sudden greyness comes down to settle on the tables and the 
sidewalk. A pigeon, also that same mouse grey, comes to rest a few feet away from them. Sara has become 
older, she’s hunchbacked in the protection of her big coat. ‘If you mother had told me everything that 
morning, I would have never told Giovanni.’ She stares at Matteo, her eyes reduced to glistening slits, “I 
had every reason to do this, you don’t know what it means to live with the spasm of a mortal action to 
fulfill, we had a fever in us, a wonderful fever, do you understand this? No, you can’t you live in this world 
made of cotton, where they fuck you every day and you don’t even realize it.’” Translation Mine.  



 282 

 When Matteo finally reaches Marco, the older group leader who helped organize 

the squad’s robbery by mediating their relationship with the upper echelons of the 

organization, he discovers that he too had the power to stop Giovanni from going on the 

raid. His choice to remain silent and to wait until the completion of the operation despite 

his knowledge of Marcella’s pregnancy is but the last of a series of omissions and 

mistakes that occasioned the unavoidable. The physical confrontation that follows, a fight 

that ends with Marco unconscious on the ground, reminds Matteo and the reader of the 

fruitlessness of blame and the capacity for violence that lies in everyone. Escaping from 

Marco’s cabin in the woods at a national park in central Italy, Matteo finds himself 

returned to an elemental state and childlike state of innocence; his path to adulthood will 

continue with this knowledge.  

The confessional act assumes a very different cathartic quality for Marcella. In 

revealing the truth behind Giovanni’s death, she breaks the repetitive, immobilizing hold 

of the traumatic experience and opens herself up to the present. As she takes stock of her 

surroundings, she becomes aware of situations that she had previously ignored. Her 

political beliefs and the fervor of her activism, previously tempered by grief, are given 

new purpose. While she initially fixates on the disappearance of Simone (a student who 

has literally disappeared into his drug addiction), her search for the boy coincides with 

her discovery of some of the unseen and forgotten spaces of contemporary Italy: those of 

poverty, addiction, transience, crime, and immigration. Her pursuit coincides with a 
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journey away from the familiar loci of human interaction toward the physical margins of 

society.  

In her search for Simone, she enlists the help of his seemingly frivolous ex-

girlfriend Lucia and of Luly, the youngest member of an Albanian family involved in the 

drug trade. With their assistance, she explores the forgotten spaces of urban life, bringing 

the reader’s attention to the men, women, and children living in the squalor and isolation 

of drug abuse. Through her conversations with her two young companions, the novel 

reveals the many other traumatic legacies that lurk just beyond mainstream narratives of 

victimization. Together, they eventually discover the young man on his deathbed in an 

unconventional treatment facility. There she meets a man who has dedicated his life to 

easing the suffering of the disenfranchised, whether through medical assistance or 

through the administration of small doses of their chosen drug. While Lucia decides to 

remain and comfort a young girl she meets in that same facility, Marcella vows to help in 

whatever way she can. Her quest to purchase all of the drugs being sold in the small 

piazza previously frequented by Simone brings her face to face with Luly’s grandfather, a 

man heavily invested in maintaining power over his family and the community. When 

Luly intercedes on her behalf, his grandfather decides to sacrifice him to a blood feud 

with a rival family. The resurgence of the story of Frate Juniper, which Luly hears from 

an old man in a Café, delays his participation in his family’s cycle of violence and allows 

him to reflect upon the true impact of his actions. He decides to walk away from his 

target toward the unknown.  
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Although Baliani’s novel often fails to truly delve into either the nature of 

addiction or the complexities of immigration in Italy, Marcella’s fictional journey offers 

its readers some insight into all that has been ignored due to the country’s fixation on the 

traumas of the anni di piombo. By gesturing to the pressing concerns of immigrant 

communities, addicts, and other marginalized groups, it highlights the need for a return to 

the ethical engagement of a past that, until now, has been used to sustain privileged 

conceptions of victimhood. In presenting the readers with the traumatic legacy of 

Giovanni’s death—an episode with strong ties to Baliani’s own experiences as detailed in 

Corpo di stato— the narrator explores the necessity of opening the past to the engaged 

inquiry of the present, as well as using the knowledge gleaned from that encounter to 

address issues (both longstanding and recent) that have been silenced. In L’occasione and 

Corpo di Stato, Baliani invites his audience to reflect on the isolating and paralyzing 

effects of blame. He encourages the members of different political, social, and 

generational communities to take responsibility for the past and construct a dialogue for a 

better future.  

ISLANDS OF TRAUMA: FRANCESCA MELANDRI’S PIÙ ALTO DEL MARE  

Like Baliani’s L’occasione, Francesca Melandri’s Più alto del mare (2012) 

examines the influence of the anni di piombo (and its various specters) through the 

multigenerational context of the Italian family.456 Set in the late 1970s on an island penal 

                                                

456 Francesca Melandri, Più alto del mare (Milan: Rizzoli, 2012), Kindle Edition.  
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colony off the coast of Sardinia, Melandri’s novel follows the personal narratives of Nitti, 

a young prison guard, Luisa, the wife of a murderer, and Paolo, the father of a brigatista. 

These three individuals, each with his or her own reasons for being on the island, are 

brought together by a storm that temporarily interrupts transit to the mainland. During 

this fleeting encounter, the reader is given a glimpse at the various unspeakable traumas 

that isolate these individuals from collective society. Following in the footsteps of 

Melandri’s previous novel Eva dorme (2010), in which the writer disinters the untold 

memorial legacies of South Tyrol’s struggle for independence in the 1960s, Più alto del 

mare invites the reader to look more closely at forgotten and contentious narratives of 

victimhood.457 In an interview with British writer Matt Rees on Eva dorme Melandri 

stresses the importance of producing literary texts that challenge “Italy’s ingrained 

unwillingness to face the uncomfortable truths of its past.”458 She further notes that “[t]he 

terrible political, social, moral mess Italy is in nowadays has a lot to do…with a national 

identity very much based on denial.”459 Although her more recent novel evokes a 

seemingly distant era of Italian history, its memorial undercurrents encourage the reader 

to examine its place in relation to the past and the present. Through the fragmented, 

fictional memories of its three protagonists, the novel produces a nuanced depiction of 

                                                

457 Francesca Melandri, Eva dorme (Milan: Mondadori, 2010).  
458 Matt Rees, “Italy’s Uncomfortable Past: Francesca Melandri’s Writing Life Interview,” Matt Rees.net, 
last modified May 4, 2011, http://www.themanoftwistsandturns.com/2011/05/04/italy’s-uncomfortable-
past-francesca-melandri’s-writing-life-interview/ 
459 Ibid.  
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what it means to be a victim or a perpetrator not just during the anni di piombo but also in 

the contemporary context. In exploring the politics of victimhood through the lens of the 

human dimension of the Italian judicial system, the reader is also invited to reflect upon 

the possibilities of employing an ethics of compassion.  

As in the other works examined above, Melandri’s work conjures an Italian 

sociopolitical reality enmeshed in an enduring cycle of trauma and retribution. In an Italy 

profoundly shaped by politically motivated violence and by the endurance of philofacist 

structures, Paolo, Luisa, and Nitti navigate the ambiguous space between guilt and 

innocence and therefore between victimhood and perpetration. Paolo and Luisa give a 

face to a somewhat invisible subset of the population whose suffering is often ignored 

due to the presumed complicity between criminals and their family members. Nitti, 

conversely, works within a system that encourages acts of violence (often disguised as 

punitive measures) against individuals living beyond the confines of civil society. Their 

three interconnected narratives, the result of Melandri’s research and imagination, offer a 

point of departure for the investigation of social structures still present in Italian society 

where only specific forms of victimization are recognized or addressed and in which, by 

extension, certain traumas are repressed or repudiated. The novel thus engages with a 

cultural context that devotes itself to a univocal conception of victimhood (creating 

socially and politically privileged narratives of victimization) while allowing other 

traumas to repeat themselves. It also endeavors to create a narrative space in which the 

reader can explore the benefits of what Avi Berman has termed an “empathic witnessing” 
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that allows for the articulation of traumatic experiences and the development of 

alternative memorial communities.460 In his study on the effects of group therapy on post-

traumatic victimhoods, Berman states that “[r]ecovery processes may occur only within 

an environment that recognizes the suffering the person has endured.”461 The creation of 

spaces in which a group unfamiliar with the traumas of the individual can partake in his 

suffering through empathy works to alleviate symptoms of isolation, displacement, and 

dissociation. In many ways, Più alto del mare utilizes the genre of the historical novel to 

bring attention to enduring silences in Italian society and to create communities willing to 

listen to those experiences that do not fit totemic constructions of victimhood.  

The reader’s first encounter with such an experience takes place through Paolo, a 

former school teacher whose son has been incarcerated for murders committed during his 

time in a left wing extremist political group. Cut off from his surrounding community 

because of the guilt he feels for his son’s actions, Paolo visits the prison with anger and 

frustration. The island—which the narrator describes as an idyllic space — is 

simultaneously a reminder of the early years of his marriage and of the isolation of his 

current predicament. In facing the approaching view, he is overwhelmed by a series of 

memories that juxtapose images from his son’s childhood with those from his trial. These 

memories reveal his experience as a compilation of public and private traumas. Not only 

does he live through the terrorist attacks as part of the uniformed public (garnering all of 
                                                

460 Avi Berman, “Post-Traumatic Victimhood and Group Analytic Therapy: Intersubjectivity, Empathetic 
Witnessing and Otherness,” Group Analysis 47, no. 3 (2014): 242.  
461 Ibid., 243.  
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his information from the media and experiencing the general climate of panic), but, upon 

his son’s arrest, he becomes complicit in the crime and must watch as his family quickly 

falls apart under the pressure. His love for his son becomes inextricably tied to a 

communal tragedy in which guilt and suffering are measured by society at large.  

The narrator explores this process by underscoring the way in which even the 

most private family moments mutate when put into dialogue with the memories of an 

entire community or nation. Paolo is particularly haunted by a private gesture shared by 

him and his son that changes meaning when performed at the trial. An example of 

Connerton’s embodied memorial practice, this salutation, developed in infancy and 

repeated through the years, consolidates Paolo and his son’s identities as part of a family 

unit. When his son—whose name is never revealed and whose anonymity helps maintain 

the reader’s focus on Paolo’s experience of the event—performs it before taking his seat 

among the accused, it transforms into a gesture of shared guilt. As Paolo unconsciously 

responds, he notices that the mother of one of his son’s victims is observing his actions:  

La riconobbe. Era la madre di un uomo—non l’unico—che suo figlio aveva 
giustiziato con un colpo alla testa; ovvero la nonna di quella bambina di tre anni 
dal cappottino scuro che tutta Italia aveva visto al telegiornale mentre poggiava 
una rosa bianca sulla bara del padre. Negli occhi della donna non c’era odio, nè 
rancore. Non c’era niente di niente, solo una smisurata oggettività. A Paolo fu 
concesso per un istante il dono della telepatia e le lesse con chiarezza nel 
pensiero: Tuo figlio è ancora vivo. Il mio, no…La mano di Paolo si bloccò in aria. 
La bocca gli si seccò. E anche il Saluto Speciale marcì per sempre, insieme a 
tutto il resto. 462 

                                                

462 Melandri, Piu alto del mare, (under “Visite”). “He recognized her. She was the mother of a man—not 
the only one—whom his son had executed with a shot to the head; or rather the grandmother of that little, 
three year old girl with the dark coat that all of Italy had seen on the news while she placed a white rose on 
her father’s casket. There wasn’t hate or rancor in the eyes of the woman. There was absolutely nothing, 
only an immeasurable objectivity. For an instant, Paolo was given the gift of telepathy and he read her 
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This moment of “telepathy” between two parents on the opposite sides of a murder trial 

creates an indelible connection between his son’s crimes (with their inescapable public 

dimension) and a previously untouched memorial realm. The inherently presentist 

dimension of memory prevents Paolo from indulging in a nostalgic revisitation of the 

past that sustains the disconnect between his son and his actions. After this meeting, 

Paolo cuts out the picture of the little girl posing the rose on her father’s casket (an image 

that strongly recalls that of John F. Kennedy Jr.’s final salute) from the newspaper and 

carries it with him in his wallet. When Luisa asks him why he has held onto it, he 

responds that it is the only thing that remains of his son. In choosing to carry the image, 

Paolo acknowledges his son’s private and public personas, and accepts his place in that 

memorial lineage. This acceptance comes not with an attempt to reinstate the same 

relationship as before, but to integrate that trauma in the construction of a new bond that 

will help them in the journey that lies ahead.463 When, at the end of the novel, Luisa 

decides to carry the burden of that memory by taking the cutout away with her, Paolo 

finds relief in the support, and not the absolution, of her compassion.  

                                                                                                                                            

thoughts clearly: Your son is still alive. Mine isn’t…Paolo’s hand froze mid-air. His mouth grew dry. And 
even the Special Hello rotted forever, together with everything else.” Translation mine, emphasis original.  
463 Paolo demonstrates a marked unwillingness to join the support groups created by the parents of his 
son’s accomplices. These groups, which lobby for structural and procedural improvements on behalf of the 
prisoners, attempt to maintain their roles as their children’s protectors. Parents who are unwilling to join, or 
who refuse to see their children, are judged as unfeeling or unnatural caretakers. Paolo, however, feels that 
the children’s actions must change the familial relationship and that each family unit should react as they 
see fit.  
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 Through Paolo’s recollections, the reader bears witness to the suffering of an 

often-marginalized social group. Despite the specificity of the crimes described and of 

the son’s political affiliation, the setting of the novel helps bring into focus a number of 

the defining elements of current media practice. The scholarly contributions of texts like 

Imagining Terrorism and Terrorism Italian Style have spoken to the implicit connections 

between the media coverage of the anni di piombo’s most emblematic events (in 

particular its participation in the strategia della tensione) and the contemporary spectacle 

surrounding Italy’s unsolved cases. The murder of English Erasmus student Meredith 

Kircher and the subsequent trial of her roommate Amanda Knox—a case that transcended 

national boundaries to play out on the international stage— is a uniquely provocative 

example of the way in which violent crimes become the fodder of tabloids, newscasts, 

and journalistic investigations. This case and others reveal the emergence of what 

Francesca Rizzuto and others have termed “giornalismo-spettacolo” or spectacle 

journalism through which the viewer is granted unparalleled access to the details of 

ongoing court cases. 464 This spectacularization of violent crimes, an event readily 

observable at the international level, has created a social context in which the public is 

encouraged to pass judgment on an event and its participants. In “Homo Spectator” 

Margaret Kohn argues that the very nature of the spectacle implies a distance from the 

                                                

464 See Francesca Rizzuto, “Giornalismo e vetrinizzazione sociale. Le derive della logica spettacolare in 
Italia,” Sociologia e Ricerca Sociale 101 (2013): 133-151.  
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event and can help “destroy or weaken “ any sense of solidarity or empathy.465 

Furthermore, scholars such as Carlo Sorrentino have explored the way in which the 

presentation of violent events as consumable entertainment helps implicate the viewer in 

the collective denunciation of the deviant act (often, but not always, the crime itself) and, 

by extension, in the return to the stability and the value system previously threatened.466 

The reportage of a criminal proceeding, particularly one which concentrates on the more 

unsavory elements and which scrutinizes the various protagonists’ social backgrounds, 

therefore advances a normative discourse often aimed at preserving the existing power 

structures. Any entity or individual found guilty by association is silenced on the 

discursive plane. Although Paolo’s experiences act as a rather obvious metaphor for a 

non-violent left that found itself vilified along with the brigatisti, the reader is also 

invited to reassess his own role in relation to current media broadcasts.467 As scholars 

working on race in the United States have noted, the spectacle of the courtroom drama is 

often utilized to reinforce notions of national identity; in assigning victim and perpetrator 

status, both media outlets and their consumers are essentially defining who belongs 

within a given society and who does not.468 Given the current social political climate in 

                                                

465 Margaret Kohn, “Homo Spectator: Public Space in the Age of the Spectator,” Philosophy and Social 
Criticism 34, no. 5 (2008): 468.  
466 Carlo Sorrentino, “Quando la nera diventa spettacolo,” Il Mulino, no. 2 (2011): 316.  
467 This becomes evident when Paolo is threatened by one of his son’s guards after the murder of Aldo 
Moro.  
468 See for example Safiya Umoja Noble’s work on the Trayvon Martin case in Safiya Umoja Noble, 
“Teaching Trayvon: race, media, and the politics of spectacle,”As The Black Scholar 44, no. 1 (2014): 12-
29.  
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Italy, this extends beyond political affiliation to touch upon issues of both gender and 

race. One can easily discern the way in which la cronaca nera of today often works to 

alienate or vilify ethnic and racial minorities by highlighting the criminal activity of a 

determined few and positioning them as an unapproachable “other.” Melandri’s novel 

encourages the reader to enter into a dialogue with that “other” and find points of contact 

that can help address the various traumas shaping identity politics in a quickly evolving 

social context.  

 As Paolo’s storyline unfolds, the call for this dialogue shifts from a more 

universal contemplation of the spectacle of guilt, to a specific re-visitation of the 

memorial legacies of the often-maligned Italian left. Like the other texts examined above, 

Melandri’s novel demonstrates a marked interest in utilizing memory to re-discover 

alternative conceptions of a liberal political stance. It does so, however, not through a 

nostalgic retrospective on what the Italian left used to be before the actions of armed 

groups, but by evidencing the deficiencies of Paolo and his son’s relative interpretive 

structures. By focusing on the discursive inefficacy of their political praxis, the novel 

offers an alternate vantage point on a trauma that continues to exert its influence on the 

development of political identities. Although the very formulation of the novel recalls the 

many works dedicated to depicting the anni di piombo as an Oedipal conflict between 

two generations, the narrator introduces the reader to a father and son who, despite the 

love they have for one another, are simply incapable of communicating their respective 

ideological stances. As in some of the texts analyzed in Gabriele Vitello’s Album di 
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Famiglia, Paolo reflects the crisis of the intellectual in postwar Italian society.469 

Although he hardly emerges as an embodiment of the "corruption of capitalism” the way 

many of the other literary fathers studied by Vitello do, his relationship with the members 

of the younger generation (extending beyond his son to his students) is marked by what 

he perceives as a series of pedagogical failures. He views his son's murders, the 

incarnation of a discrepancy between word and action upon which Paolo reflects at 

length, as a direct result of his inability to present a viable model for the execution of his 

philosophical ideals. While sharing an abandoned room on the island, he confides to 

Luisa the reasons for which he abandoned his profession. He describes an episode in 

which a talented student approached him to express political solidarity on the morning 

following television broadcasts of his son's crimes:  

“Alla fine della lezione, si avvicina alla cattedra un ragazzo. Era un bravo 
studente, uno di quelli che seguono, fanno domande, danno soddisfazione ai 
professori. Uno di quelli che vanno sicuramente bene alla maturità. Aspetta che i 
compagni siano tutti usciti per la ricreazione prima di parlare. Poi mi fa: ‘Dica a 
suo figlio che tanti compagni sono fieri di quello che ha fatto.’ E mi mostra il 
pugno chiuso…”

470
 

 
This gesture, reminiscent of the saluto speciale shared with his son, brings him back to 

the first time he had explained structures of priviledge and the class struggle. The 

                                                

469 Gabriele Vitello, Album di famiglia: Gli anni di piombo nella narrativa italiana, (Massa: Transeuropa, 
2013), 50. To a degree, Paolo speaks to the larger crisis of the intellectual personified by authors like 
Cesare Pavese and Italo Calvino.  
470 Melandri, Più alto del mare, under “Parole.” “At the end of the class, this boy comes up to the lectern. 
He was a good student, one of those that pays attention, that asks questions, that makes a teacher proud. 
One of those that will surely do well in the exams. He waits for all of his classmates to leave for recess and 
then he goes: ‘Tell your son that many of his comrades are proud of what he did.’ And he shows me his 
closed fist.’” Translation mine.  
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realization that he unknowingly provided the foundation of his son’s current political 

trajectory and that he might be responsible for the ideological corruption of his students 

brings him to the breaking point. “I understood I was a bad teacher,” he tells Luisa. This 

feeling of failure, which he is unable to express until he finds a willing audience in Luisa, 

paralyzes him. It is only in articulating it to a compassionate witness that he can begin to 

move forward.  

The traumatic legacy of the younger generation is expressed in the son’s inability 

to break free of the linguistic reiterations that mark his affiliation to the armed group. In 

the introduction to Imagining Terrorism Antonello and O’Leary examine politically 

motivated violence as a brutal tactic or strategy of communication in the service of a 

given objective.471 As a part of their study they explore the use of language and violence 

in groups such as the Brigate Rosse. They note that although the terrorist left proved itself 

“extremely loquacious” in producing “documents and declarations” in support of their 

actions, these groups “gradually gave themselves over to a sort of communicative 

autism.”472 Quoting Leonardo Sciascia, they observe that over the course of the anni di 

piombo (into the present) the rhetoric of left wing terrorist groups became a language 

capable only of speaking to itself.473 In Melandri’s novel, the reader is able to witness the 

                                                

471 Antonello and O’Leary, introduction to Imagining Terrorism, 2. 
472 Ibid. 
473 Ibid. Antonello and O’Leary cite the following excerpt of Sciascia’s 1978 play L’affaire Moro: 
“…l’Italiano delle Brigate Rosse è semplicemente, lapalissianamente, il linguaggio delle Brigate Rosse.” 
Rougly translated, Sciascia observes that “…the Italian of the Red Brigades is simply, obviously, the 
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effect of this closed linguistic system on the bonds that exist outside of this political 

structure. In attempting to reconnect with his son to understand his motivations, Paolo is 

repeatedly confronted with a rhetorical structure that precludes his participation. Like 

Sara in L’occasione, his son rebuffs any challenge to his discursive parameters with the 

doctrinal phrase “Tu. Non puoi capire.”474 This communicative isolation, which by its 

very nature precludes dialogue, stilts any attempt at growth or change. In the epilogue, 

that narrator reveals that when Paolo’s son finally opens himself up to talking to his 

father he begins to reach out to the family of his victims. These attempts at ending the 

cycle of trauma take place far away from the intrusive gaze of the cameras. In the present 

described at the end of the novel, compassion, born of the engagement between two 

distinct trains of thought, becomes the foundation for the future.  

As Paolo’s reflections open up a discussion on the place of terrorism in the 

articulation of political identity, Luisa re-introduces a topic often ignored in discussions 

of the brutality of the 1970s: violence against women. In viewing the sea for the first 

time, Luisa is reminded of her first trip as a newlywed. After hiking up a mountain path, 

Luisa and her husband arrive to a peak with seemingly limitless views. Taken with the 

beauty of the spot, Luisa shushes him when he begins to talk. This innocent gesture, 

“inappropriate for a good wife in the late 1950s,” prompts an unexpectedly violent 

                                                                                                                                            

language of the Red Brigades.” Translation mine. See Leonardo Sciascia, L’affaire Moro, in Opere 1974-
1983, ed. Claude Ambroise (Milan: Bompiani, 2001), 595.  
474 Melandri, Piu alto del mare, under “Parole”. “You. Can’t Understand.” Translation mine.  
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response. Luisa’s husband grabs her arm and pulling her to edge of the precipice, 

threatens to kill her. This episode, the first of many, sets the tone for her marriage:  

Quando tornarono a casa le chiese scusa, le disse che le voleva bene, che non 
voleva buttarla di sotto, che non l’avrebbe mai fatto. Lei gli credette. Era la prima 
volta che il bel ragazzo dalle spalle large che l’aveva invitata a ballare poco più 
di un anno prima si tramutava in altro. In qualcosa di oscuro, qualcosa che negli 
anni sarebbe sempre più cresciuto come un sosia usurpatore, sostituendosi al suo 
bel sorriso. Quel sorriso che alla fine si accendeva solo quando vedeva arrivare in 
visita i suoi bambini. 475 
 

Over the course of the next twelve years, Luisa is subject to a cycle of abuse largely 

ignored by the rest of her community. In order to survive and to take care of her family, 

she suppresses her desires and allows the roles of mother and wife to completely subsume 

her identity. When her husband is arrested and she is left as the family’s sole 

breadwinner, she must continue to fulfill these roles; any digression constitutes a threat to 

the well being of her children and their business. When Nitti first sees her, he remarks on 

the resignation, pain, but also relief that Luisa expresses at the end of her visit with her 

husband. He ventures that a woman like her is unlikely to look for solace outside the 

marital bond for fear of further complicating her life. Although Nitti is presented as an 

empathetic figure, his views reflect a larger social context heavily concerned with 

monitoring women and passing judgment on their presumed morality. If the prison acts as 

a microcosm, then the female body is the focus of society’s panoptic gaze. The novel’s 

                                                

475 Melandri, Piu alto del mare, “Visite.” “When they returned home, he asked her forgiveness. He told her 
he loved her, that he didn’t want to throw her below, that he would never have done it. She believed him. It 
was the first time that the handsome boy with the broad shoulders who had invited her to dance less than a 
year before transformed into something else. In something dark that, over the course of the years, would 
grow like some kind of usurping clone to replace his beautiful smile. That smile that happened only when 
he saw his kids coming for a visit.” Translation mine.  
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examination of violence against women set against the backdrop of the years of lead 

helps illustrate one of the unarticulated legacies of the strategia della tensione. In 

“Femminicidio e Movimento delle Donne” Stefania Cantatore posits that the terrorist 

attacks of the 1970s and 1980s gave social and political structures the necessary 

justifications to repress individual freedoms.476 Those movements connected in any way 

to the extremist left were found guilty by association and their attempts to act upon 

repressive systems was met with resistance. The archetypal female terrorist explored by 

Glynn effectively overshadowed the much more prevalent incidences of brutality against 

women. The effects of this pervasive silence are still readily observable in contemporary 

Italian society. Since the early 2000s, the topics of stalking, domestic violence, and the 

problematically contextualized femminicidio (a legal term that denotes the murder of 

women by their companions) have garnered increased attention.477 Italy’s National 

Institute for Statistics or Istat’s 2006 study reported that over 10 million Italian women 

                                                

476 Stefania Cantatore, “Femminicidio e movimento delle donne,” M@gm@ 12, no. 1 (2014), 
http://www.analisiqualitativa.com/magma/1201/articolo_03.htm. 
477 On defining femminicidio see Vittoria Tola, “Violenza maschile e femminicidio: Introduzione,” 
M@gm@ 12, no. 1 (2014), http://www.magma.analisiqualitativa.com/1201/articolo_02.htm and Laura 
Eduati, “Femminicidi, Istat: ‘Smettiamola di contare solo le donne uccise.’ Intervista a Linda Laura 
Sabbadini,” Huffington Post.it, last modified November 11, 2013, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.it/2013/09/27/femminicidi-istat-intervista-a-linda-laura-
sabbadini_n_4001296.html. In her article, Tola proposes that the legal term often works to obfuscate the 
persistence of patriarchal systems by focusing on the singularity of the murders and not on the larger 
structure of inequalities that subjugate women. Sabbadini’s interview proposes that in limiting public 
discussions to the number of women murdered, Italians ignore the increase in violence against women that 
does not end in homicide.  
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had experienced physical, sexual, or psychological abuse.478 Media coverage of this 

phenomenon, however, often implicates the woman in her own victimization, as Marian 

Myers and others have noted that these same women are either held responsible for 

remaining in an abusive household or even for occasioning the abuse.479 In her 

contribution to Il Messaggero on the occasion of 2015’s International Women’s Day, 

feminist author Dacia Maraini spoke against a social context in which—due in part to the 

machismo espoused by Berlusconi and his constituents—women continue to be viewed 

as property subject to the whims and follies of the men in their lives.480 She writes: 

“Infine dobbiamo ammettere che, nonostante i grandi cambiamenti dovuti alla 

emancipazione, e nonostante alcune indubbie conquiste legali, la questione femminile 

rimane irrisolta.”481 Through Luisa’s memories, the narrator draws an implicit parallel 

between the violence perpetrated against women in the 1960s/1970s and the present. As 

in Diritti’s L’uomo che verrà and Comencini’s Il cappotto del turco, this parallel helps 

bring the reader’s attention to an unspoken grammar of oppression and violence that 

undermines any claim at total equality in contemporary Italian culture. Luisa’s trauma—

                                                

478 “La violenza e I maltrattamenti contro le donne dentro e fuori la famiglia: Anno 2006,” Istat.it, last 
modified February 21, 2007, http://www.istat.it/it/archivio/34552.  
479 See Marian Myers, News Coverage of Violence Against Women: Engendering Blame (Newbury Park: 
Sage Publications, 1997) and Enrique Gracia, “Intimate Partner Violence Against women and Victim 
Blaming Attitudes Among Europeans,” Bulletin of the World Health Organization 92, no. 5 (2014): 380-
381. 
480 Dacia Maraini, “Donne, ricominciare dalla tenerezza,” Il Messaggero.it, last modified March 8, 2015, 
http://www.ilmessaggero.it/SOCIETA/PERSONE/donne_ricominciare_tenerezza/notizie/1224361.shtml.  
481 Ibid. In the end, we have to admit that, despite the great changes brought by emancipation and despite 
the undoubtedly important legal victories, the feminine question remains unresolved. Translation mine.  



 299 

expressed through a haunting numerical compulsion—speaks to the shared traumatic 

experience of a large percentage of the Italian population.482 In finding an outlet for her 

suffering in her relationship with Paolo, Luisa redefines herself as a woman with needs 

and desires. When the narrator encounters her in the present, she has a relationship with 

another man whom she refuses to marry; the shared acknowledgement of her experiences 

has given her the freedom to live life on her own terms.  

Despite the inherently paternalistic undertones of the novel (especially as 

concerns Paolo’s characterization as a revitalized postwar intellectual), Melandri’s Più 

alto del mare utilizes memory as a means of bringing into dialogue a number of subject 

positions not often explored in texts dedicated to the years of lead. In the novel, the more 

emblematic figures of the period are relegated to the background. Moro’s murder, for 

instance, is referenced vaguely several times throughout the narrative, but only as a 

means of contextualizing events from the protagonists’ own lives. The statesman’s death 

is analyzed for the way in which it shapes the social space the protagonists navigate. 

While the novel recognizes the brutality of the episode, it also creates a narrative space in 

which the reader is inspired to look beyond this trauma to the other forms of suffering 

“erased” in its wake. Much of the novel gravitates around the relationship of the 

protagonists to the island and the sea that mediates its connection to the mainland. 

Throughout the novel, these geographical entities fulfill various symbolic functions. Not 

                                                

482 In the novel, Luisa finds comfort in counting everything. It is only by travelling to the island and 
opening a dialogue with Paolo that she ceases to rely on the security of enumerating everything that 
surrounds her.  
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only do the liminal properties of the island and the ocean strait reflect—rather heavy-

handedly at times— Paolo and Luisa’s fleeting romance and the emotional dialogue that 

can be established between strangers, they also incarnate the ways in which memory can 

work to at once isolate the individual and reconnect him to his peers. Following in the 

footsteps of the many works that utilize the sea, in particular the Mediterranean, as a 

metaphor for connection and exchange, Melandri’s work examines the regenerative 

potential of creating communities willing to listen to the voices of a disenfranchised 

other.  

 Although the works examined above articulate their exploration of the years of 

lead in various forms, each is similarly concerned with finding new ways to address a 

traumatic legacy that has paralyzed social and political dialogue. In his article on the 

“Ethics of Conviction vs. Ethics of Responsibility in Cinematic Representations of Italian 

Left-Wing Terrorism of the 1970s” Leonardo Cecchini offers a succinct depiction of the 

impact of the anni di piombo on Italian civic life.483 He notes that, in the absence of any 

formalized attempt to reach a shared consensus on the events of the 1970s, Italy has 

proven itself unable to move beyond the “divisiveness” rooted in a traumatic cycle of 

blame and alienation.484 Caught between constant attempts at “repression and oblivion” 

and “the intermittent political exploitation of the past in accordance with the contingent 
                                                

483 Leonardo Cecchini, “Ethics of Conviction vs. Ethics of Responsibility in Cinematic Representations of 
Italian Left-Wing Terrorism of the 1970s,” in Terrorism Italian Style: Representations of Political Violence 
in Contemporary Italian Cinema, ed. Ruth Glynn, Giancarlo Lombardi, and Alan O’Leary (London: IGRS, 
2012), 196. 
484 Ibid. 
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interests of today’s various political formations,” the nation and its people have divided 

themselves into social and political collectives primarily invested in the “systematic 

delegitimizaton of the discourse of the other.”485 Clinging to the memorial collectives 

built on shared notions of victimization, groups have utilized trauma as a way of 

silencing alternative narratives. Events such as the above mentioned Giorno della 

memoria, which acknowledge specific victims and not others (in this case Aldo Moro 

over the victims of stragismo), employ the rhetorical valence of commemoration to 

delineate belonging. Although the works above do express solidarity to, if not allegiance 

with, Italy’s much vilified left, they also attempt to deconstruct a trauma whose mythic 

proportions have obscured other equally persistent forms of suffering. They aim not to 

discount the memorial legacies of events like the death of Aldo Moro and the personal 

attacks of the Brigate Rosse, but to re-contextualize them so that different sociopolitical 

factions and generations can begin to work together to address present concerns. 

                                                

485 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 

Despite their focus on the past, each of the works addressed in this dissertation 

demonstrates a marked interest in voicing the doubts and concerns of the present. In my 

first chapter on the memorial legacies of the ventennio fascista and World War II, I cited 

Andreas Huyssen’s conceptualization of the “twilight of memory” as a driving force in 

German literary production on the topic. Although the gradual passing of the older 

generations and the waning of historical consciousness can be strongly felt in those works 

that look to the first half of the twentieth century for a memorial capital capable of 

sustaining future generations, I argue that this feeling of urgency can be perceived 

throughout the body of works that engages with the events of Italy’s recent past. In 

analyzing texts dedicated to the postwar, il sessantotto, and gli anni di piombo, I have 

found that each responds to a shared sense that the memories of the groups and 

individuals that experienced these events first hand are fading and that younger 

generations are increasingly reliant on the “uses and abuses” of memory promoted by 

dominant social and political institutions. In conjuring the lost rural landscapes, towns, 

factories, university halls, and sitting rooms of decades past, these works are encouraging 

their readers and spectators not to linger at the periphery of the images, but to delve 

deeper to discover what has been forgotten and what can be reclaimed.  

In choosing memory as the content and form for their narratives, these works 

acknowledge both the persistent influence of past events and the inherently presentist 
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dimension of their chosen medium. Memory, as countless scholars have noted, is 

inherently rooted in the present interpretation of past events. If, as Calvino seems to 

suggest in the excerpt reproduced in my introduction, memory is an item of exchange at 

the very foundation of human society, then these works reveal a vivid interest in finding 

new recollections and new ways of remembering that can sustain extant and emerging 

social collectives. Through an interaction with postmodern conventions and the genre of 

the historical novel, these novels, films, and theatrical productions provide their readers 

and spectators with a multitude of different points of entry into events that hold a 

prominent place in the articulation of contemporary identity politics. Although many of 

these works often fall prey to the superficiality and ironic detachment of their postmodern 

antecedents as well as to limiting representations of the performance of gender identity, 

they also propose innovative solutions to the crises of memory that seem to seems to 

plague present generations. In so doing, they contest the primacy of capitalist, 

heteronormative, and patriarchal structures of signification.  

 The originality of this project lies in its exploration of these texts as transmediatic 

exemplars of a narrative body that applies the generic conventions of the romanzo storico 

to its examination of the mnemonic legacies shaping the articulation of identity in 

present-day Italy. In my analysis of works that revisits the sites of memory detailed 

above, I have focused not just on the events portrayed, but also on the forms that memory 

assumes in these representations. I have found that most of the texts examined display a 

concerted effort at calling into question contemporary memory practice. Through the 
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dynamic interplay of the imagination, personal experience, collective memory, and 

history, these works prompt their audiences to pay closer attention to how shared 

memories and historical narratives are sustained at the personal and institutional levels. 

The influence of archival practice, nostalgia, and trauma on the creation of memorial 

communities past and future is repeatedly presented as an object worthy of greater 

scrutiny in the larger social context. I believe that a closer investigation of these works 

(and the others with which they interact) can help provide deeper insights not just into 

contemporary artistic production, but also into the vigorous cultural debate on the 

legitimization of previously disenfranchised memorial legacies.  

Although I have touched on many works that demonstrate a marked attempt at re-

engaging with the sites of memory that play an integral role in the expression and 

performance of social and political identities in contemporary Italy, much work remains 

to be done; the analysis provided above is by no means exhaustive. In addition to the vast 

production addressing facism, World War II, the postwar, 1968, and the years of lead— 

of which this dissertation, due to limitations of time and space, offers but a small 

sampling— other sites are steadily gaining prominence in mainstream discourse and 

artistic representation. Italy’s colonial past (and its impact on social and political praxis 

with regard to immigration), the murders of anti-mafia magistrates Paolo Borsellino and 

Giovanni Falcone, the political scandals of the 1990s, the rise of Berlusconismo, and the 

events of the 2001 G8 in Genoa are rapidly emerging as dominant sites for the re-

articulation of present subject positions. Novels such as Erminia dell’Oro’s 
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L’abbandono: Una storia Eritrea (1991), Gabriella Ghermandi’s Regina di fiori e di 

perle (2007), and Carlo Lucarelli’s L’ottava vibrazione (2008), for instance, are heavily 

invested in utilizing memory to revisit colonial structures of meaning and the persistent 

subjugation of the Afroitalian subject.486 While scholars such as Clarissa Clo and Paolo 

Jedlowski have contributed to academic inquiry on these texts, scholarship on this topic 

and its engagement with postmodernism and the Italian romanzo storico remains heavily 

underdeveloped.487 Furthermore, these works represent a developing body of work that 

will likely yield additional responses in the months and years following the publication of 

this dissertation. Such is also the case for those memory texts that encourage a 

reassessment of the role of the 1990s and its vicissitudes. On March 24, 2015, Sky, the 

private television network launched and operated by Rupert Murdoch’s News 

International, premiered a television series dedicated to exploring the events of 

Tangentopoli. Provocatively titled 1992, this ten-episode mini-series, coproduced by La7 

and Wildslide, builds off choral works like James Ellroy’s novel American Tabloid 

(1995) and Francesca Comencini’s film A casa nostra (2006) to investigate the political 

corruption and ensuing investigation that shaped Italy’s entrance into the twentieth 

                                                

486 Erminia Dell’Oro, L’abbandono: Una storia Eritrea (Turin: Einaudi, 1991), Gabriella Ghermandi, 
Regina di fiori e di perle (Roma: Donzelli, 2007); and Carlo Lucarelli, L’ottava vibrazione (Turin: Einaudi, 
2008).  
487 See, for example, Clarissa Clo, “African Queens and Italian History: The Cultural Politics of Memory 
and Resistance in Teatro delle Albe’s Lunga vita all’albero and Gabriella Ghermandi’s Regina di fiori e di 
perle,” Research in African Literatures 41, no. 4 (2010): 26-42 and Paolo Jedlowski, “Memories of the 
Italian Colonial Past,” International Social Science Journal 62, no. 203-204 (2011): 33-41. 
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century.488 Through the fictional viewpoints of a series of characters navigating the 

shifting sociopolitical climate of the economic capital of Milan, the series provides 

insights into the various intrigues and scandals that constitute the event’s most 

emblematic memorial legacies. In an interview with Silvia Fumarola for La Repubblica, 

screenwriter Ludovica Rampoldi describes the premise of the series:  

Abbiamo incontrato magistrati, giornalisti, politici per farci un'idea e poi 
costruire grandi personaggi di finzione, archetipi, inseriti dentro il racconto: sono 
finti, la storia intorno a loro è vera. Usiamo i loro occhi, questo ci ha permesso 
una grande libertà, la possibilità di costruire personaggi doppi, sfaccettati, e di 
muoverci nelle faccende private. 

489
 

 
This journey through the private dimension of a public event works to call into question 

simultaneously shared memories of these episodes and challenge dominant statist 

narratives that have sustained social and political policy into the present. Although the 

series is still in its infancy at the time of this dissertation and its reception among viewers 

has yet to be determined, its presentation has been the object of considerable media 

scrutiny. In his review for Il fatto quotidiano.it Nanni Delbecchi notes that the work 

appeals to multiple interpretive registers, successfully capturing the period depicted 

within the traditional time constraints of the mini series format and the collective 

                                                

488 See James Ellroy, American Tabloid (New York: Vintage Books, 2001); and A casa nostra, directed by 
Francesca Comencini (2006; Rome: 01 Distribution, 2007), DVD.  
489 Silvia Fumarola, “Tangentopoli, la fiction: Milano 1992, il thriller sul terremoto che sconvolse l'Italia,” 
La Repubblica.it, last modified July 25, 2014, http://www.repubblica.it/spettacoli/tv-
radio/2014/07/25/news/tangentopoli_la_fiction_milano_1992_il_thriller_sul_terremoto_che_sconvolse_l_it
alia-92343739/. “We met magistrates, journalists, and politicians to get an idea and to then create great 
fictional characters, archetypes, to insert in the story: they are fake, but the story surrounding them is true. 
We use their eyes and this has given us a great freedom, the possibility to create dual, nuanced characters 
and to move through private matters.” Translation mine.  
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unconscious of the so-called seconda Repubblica.490 Other reviewers, among them 

Gabriele Niola for Wired.it, reflect on the fact that this television series, despite the 

lacunae of certain portrayals, is among the first to address the mnemonic legacy of these 

events in recent history.491 In these articles, including one by Ariston Anderson for The 

Hollywood Reporter in the United States, this debut is heralded as the beginning of a 

much needed and long awaited shift in popular interest in the subject.492 Reviews and 

magazines on 1992 appear to share the hope that the coming years will see the 

development of a much larger body of works on the topic. New platforms for research are 

sure to emerge as this body of work develops and its relationship with individual and 

collective memories evolves. Their connection to extant studies on the second Republic 

and Berlusconismo is already, inevitably, the object of scrutiny. As the dominant sites of 

memory shift and rearrange themselves and the genre of the historical novel expands to 

include a greater range of events and mediums, it is my hope that this dissertation will 

provide a foundation for examining the way in which different texts engage with memory 

practice to find new or alternative spaces for the articulation of extant and emergent 

subject positions.  

                                                

490 Nanni Delbecchi, “1992, la serie tv di Sky su Tangentopoli. Un affresco dell’Italia di Mani Pulite,” Il 
fatto quotidiano.it, February 10, 2015, accessed May 26, 
2015,http://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2015/02/10/tangentopoli-serie-1992-sky-laffresco-dellitalia-mani-
pulite/1411680/.  
491 Gabriele Niola, “1992-La serie, quando i rottamati erano i rottamatori,”Wired.it, March 24, 2015, 
accessed June 5, 2015, http://www.wired.it/play/televisione/2015/03/24/1992-serie-rottamati-rottamatori/.  
492 Ariston Anderson, “How Sky’s ‘1992’ Political Series Could Change Italy’s TV Landscape,” The 
Hollywood Reporter.com, March 24, 2015, last accessed June 12, 2015, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/how-skys-1992-political-series-783899.  
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Over the course of my research, I have been reminded time and again of the 

remembered cities of Calvino’s Le città invisibili, About half way through the novel, the 

impatient Kublai Kan interrupts Marco Polo’s painstaking description of one of the 

bridges of his remembered cities:  

Marco Polo descrive un ponte, pietra per pietra. 
– Ma qual è la pietra che sostiene il ponte? – chiede Kublai Kan. 
– Il ponte non è sostenuto da questa o quella pietra, – risponde Marco, – ma dalla 
linea dell’arco che esse formano. 
Kublai Kan rimane silenzioso, riflettendo. Poi soggiunge: – Perché mi parli delle 
pietre? È solo dell’arco che m’importa. 
Polo risponde: – Senza pietre non c’è arco.”

493
 

 
This metaphor, a rather obvious one for the interdependence of human beings within a 

given social context, can also easily be extended to historical narrativization in the works 

examined in this dissertation. If, like the Gran Khan, social and political figureheads have 

privileged narratives that seemingly sustain the current state of affairs, then the texts 

discussed above ask their readers and spectators to look more closely at the stories that 

have gone unnoticed. Their narrators, like Calvino’s Marco Polo, use memory to trace 

back over the various entities that have shaped the current social and political trajectory, 

pausing to take note of the cracks and weaknesses that threaten the structural integrity of 

the whole. Although the tone, content, and structure of these works may vary, each 

attempts to reclaim, if only ephemerally, the memories of a forgotten social milieu. By 

                                                

493 Italo Calvino, Le città invisibili, 165. “Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone./- But which is the 
stone that sustains the bridge?— asks Kublai Kan./ — The bridge isn’t sustained by this stone or that,—
responds Marco, —but by the line of the arch they form./ Kublai Kan, reflecting, remains silent. Then he 
adds:—Why do you tell me about the stones? I only care about the arch./Paolo responds:—without stones 
there is not arch.” Translation Mine.  
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weaving together memory, history, and the imagination, they challenge their readers and 

spectators to look beyond accepted narratives and nostalgically indulgent reconstructions, 

to those spaces still open to reinvention. Their visions of the past give voice to a shared 

hope that the future will be built on a more solid foundation. 
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