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Abstract

This dissertation investigates the relation between narrative forms, in both literature and
cinema, and historical moments of deep crisis of the social order: the interregnum
between Fascism and First Republic in Italy; the decolonization process in Algeria seen
from metropolitan France; and the worker and student struggles of the Sixties and the
Seventies. The goal of my analysis is to show how a traumatic reality can fracture the
ideological discourse dominant in a specific historical moment, leaving a mark on the
structural and formal (rhetorical) construction of the work of art. My analysis begins
with Naples immediately after World War II, by focusing on the works of Curzio
Malaparte and Anna Maria Ortese. I then move to Paris in the aftermath of the Algerian
War, to analyze the early films of Eric Rohmer, Chris Marker, Guy Debord, and Agnes
Varda. My investigation proceeds by examining workers’ struggles in Northern Italy in
Vogliamo tutto by Nanni Balestrini and ends in Bologna during the years of the "77 revolt,
where Pier Vittorio Tondelli’s early work dramatizes the communal existence of the
student-worker movement. My method is based on a formal analysis of devices of
disruption of the mimetic flow: anomalous use of pronouns, fragmentation, tension
between verb tenses, and disconnections of the point of view. All are features through

which the historical moment, I argue, is inscribed in the reading-viewing experience.
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Introduction

Anna Maria Ortese’s 1l porto di Toledo was dedicated since its first edition (1975)
to somebody named Anne Hurdle. In a prefatory note added to the 1998 edition, written
a few days before her death, Ortese explained who this woman was. Briefly mentioned
by Benjamin Constant in an entry of his diary on April 20, 1804, she was convicted of
forgery and executed in London at the end of the 18% century at the age of 23: “Al
processo, non si difese mai. Sapeva di avere offeso irrimediabilmente la Legge che la
voleva nel buio, come suo luogo naturale. E non aveva voce per difendersi. Stette
sempre zitta. Solamente quando lo vide — vide il monumento alla purezza del vivere —
getto un lungo grido, il solo della sua vita. Si addormento cosi”! (Ortese 2002, 353). This
passage closely follows the page Constant devotes to the young woman — without a real
connection to the context of his journal entry. He simply starts by saying, “A propos de
douleur, j’ai lu il y a deux mois l'histoire d'une jeune fille de vingt-trois ans, pendue en

Angleterre pour acte de faux. Qui m’a fort impressionné” (Constant 1895, 28).2 What

1 “At the trial, she never defended herself. She knew that she had irremediably offended the Law that
wanted her to be in the dark, as her natural place. And she had no voice to defend herself. She always
remained silent. Only when she saw it — she saw the monument to the purity of life - she threw a long cry,
the only one of her life. Thus, she fell asleep.”

2 In his article “Constant and the case of Ann Hurle, Dennis Wood has traced the origin of the description of
the event in a report from The Times of 9 February 1804, where the name of the woman is spelled Ann Hurle
(Wood 1982, 6-7). The pisodes is discussed also in Perchellet (1996, 365), where the name becomes Jane
Hurdle.
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strikes Ortese’s imagination in this story of misery, besides the disproportion between a
poor, singular existence and the machinery that destroys it, is the contrast between the
silence she maintained for the duration of the trial, the imprisonment, and the beginning
of her execution,® and the cry she uttered once she saw it; Constant actually says, “when
she felt the trapdoor under her feet opening.”* We do not know exactly what she saw, in
Ortese’s imagination, but that thing — death, punishment — was the “monument to the
purity of life,” the implacable law that condemns without mercy existences like Anne’s,
and hers.®* What matters for the present argument is that this encounter, this extreme
experience (“experience of the limit,” expérience-limite — as it is called by Georges Bataille
in L’expérience intérieure), is characterized as something at first speechless, almost outside
of any possibility of language, which is, however, finally able to gain expression at its
peak, but only in an intermediate dimension — the scream — that still belongs to the
borders of language, yet is already outside of articulate discourse. It is, in other words, a
reaction. As we will see in the first chapter, Bataille started to investigate what he called

the “non-savoir” (the non-knowledge) in the non-verbal reactions this is able to produce,

3 “Elle ne fit rien pour sa défense ; mais, durant tout le cours de la procédure, elle tomba d’évanouissement
en évanouissement. Condamnée et ramenée en prison, elle resta jusqu’au jour de I'exécution a la méme
place, immobile, sans prendre de nourriture. Enfin, le jour du supplice, la malheureuse se laissa transporter
sans résistance, sans paraitre voir ce qui se passait autour d’elle” (Constant 1895, 28).

+”... quand elle senti le plancher manquer sous ses pieds” (28).

5 For the complex significance of this episode in the balance of Ortese’s book, see Ghezzo 2015, 262-263.
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among which are laughter, tears, lyrical intensity, anxiety, etc.®* What I will investigate,
in the following pages, is exactly the connection between an extreme experience and the
reactions it provokes inside language. It is also important to stress that, according to
Bataille (and this was one of his main theoretical obsessions), we can easily find, besides
non-discursive linguistic formations, another order of practical, non-verbal reactions to
this experience: namely, the abandonment of the dimension of the project, the plan, the
rational calculation of life’s possibilities, as every “souci de I’avenir” (Bataille 1970,
8:223) falls.” To such undoing of the existential project, the words that Ortese used to
define the character she invented for herself in her autobiography to respond to Anne
resonate: “inventai dunque una me stessa che ... gridava contro la pianificazione della
vita”® (Ortese 2002, 354).

Two things need to be clarified at this point. The first is that such extreme
experience is never a “metaphysical fantasy.” What Anne saw, indeed, was not “death
itself”: it was the form that death, punishment, injustice took in a precise historical
moment. It was death as it was prepared by the bureaucratic machinery of a specific

society, similar to the one — historically determined — that would make Ortese’s life

¢ “Je ne pense pas qu'il soit possible de parler sérieusement du non-savoir indépendamment de ses effets.”
(Bataille 1970, 8:124).

7 “L’oppositiont a I'idée de projet” is in a certain sense the core of the inner experience (Bataille 1978, 18).

8 “] therefore invented a self that ... screamed against the planning of life.”

3



miserable almost two centuries later. This is likely because only a concrete, material
experience can have the effects we are discussing here — and Anne’s execution was
replicated by Ortese’s own experience of the disproportionate violence of a social system
that condemned her to years of poverty and hunger. Thus, the effects are material (the
physical, bodily expression Bataille talks about), as is the cause. The second element is as
follows: this threshold expression through which such experience emerges in language
has nothing to do with ineffability; it is not “unknowable” (even when he investigates it
under the form of ecstasy, Bataille always stresses its materiality, its belonging to the
dimension of communication and community).” Indeed, if we think of it as the
emotional intensity traversing language in certain circumstances, it could be considered
the “original” object of rhetoric, the energetic quantum that allows “persuasion,” which
was considered a divinity in Greek classical age,'® Peitho, then studied through the
concept of Hypsos (sublime in modernity). I will investigate the formal emergence of such
intensity as a disruption of the empathic identification with the point of view of the text,
both literary and cinematic, as it is produced in “reaction” to a historical event of
particular distress, when the singular experience “touches” a disruptive manifestation of

social conflict, one that is strong enough to undo the discursive, ideological texture that

9 Even when the effect of “non-savoir” is considered to be God itself, “comme effet du non-savoir, il est
connaissable, comme le rire, comme le sacré” (Bataille 1970, 8:229).
10 See Gianni Carchia’s books devoted to the topic (Carchia 1990), (Carchia 1999).
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keeps the surface of social existence compact, readable, and controlled. Once this
ideological fabric is pierced (because of war, because of struggles, because of a collective
experience that goes beyond any previous social knowledge), articulated expression
hesitates, and the surface of language becomes rippled by material signs through which
“narrative experience” is delivered to a contact with that same experience not
immediately dominated by any ideological architecture. It is, in sum, a zero degree of
ideological dominance over the narrative matter, what Lukacs will define, as we will see
in the last chapter, as catharsis, attained in its peak by the “great” work of art, where the
personal element is completely undone by its absorption into the “homogeneous
medium” represented by the work. This is not, of course, a complete deactivation of the
ideological filter: yet only later can discursive comprehension take over again, even
taking advantage of such liberated intensity to manipulate its audience in the direction
of a certain persuasive goal. There is, however, always something that remains outside,
that cannot be completely tamed, channeled, as even if “l’expérience intérieure est
conduit par la raison discursive ...” (Bataille 1978, 60), “quand 'extréme est la, les

moyens qui servent a I’atteindre n’y sont plus.” (Bataille 1978, 64).

What is “narrative experience”? The expression is ambiguous and could even

seem oxymoronic if associated with the idea of “experiencing something through



narrative,” as those who “only live through books,” according to a commonplace
understanding, have no access to direct, “authentic” experience. On the other hand, the
connection between the two terms is undeniable, as experience is also what needs to be
taught, communicated, narrated. This last thread invokes Walter Benjamin’s essay on
storytelling, where narrative is considerate to be the traditional repository of experience
and a means of its transmission, while modernity would be the epoch of the decay and
loss of experience (and therefore of storytelling). The idea of experience as “a matter of
tradition” (Benjamin 1986a, 157) surely resonates with a certain way of understanding
19%-20t century capitalist society as a soulless mechanism opposed to supposedly

awii

“organic,” “traditional,” or “premodern” societies. To remain in the field of literary
theory, we can think of the beginning of Lukacs” Theory of the Novel as a point of
convergence of this tradition (where Max Weber’s influence is of particular import) that
is shared, in turn, by countless narratives that have addressed, over the past two
centuries, the shock of the encounter with modernity. However, Benjamin’s work could
also be read as an attempt to theorize the collision between literary forms and “modern”
experience (an enterprise that he attributed to Baudelaire), which he described as
belonging to the semantic field of the “traumatic” or the shock (Benjamin 1986a, 161) (to

which the so called “aura” also belongs, as a disruption of ordinary experience). Indeed,

in the same paragraph in which he denounces the loss of experience, he offers a



fragment of impressive narrative that seems to deny his own philosophical argument. A
historical figure — the generation of those who participated in World War I, who “had
gone to school on a horse-drawn streetcar” (Benjamin 1986b, 84) — is here characterized
through an image that pushes the sociological, historical account toward the field of
personal, even elegiac, memory (the reference to “school kids” and “horse-drawn
streetcars” that really only applies to the author’s bourgeois, urban background and
speaks to his reader of an emotionally charged Berliner Kindheit). Inmediately after, this
familiar, affective image is brutally torn asunder, and like a fading fantasy it is replaced
by the inhuman landscape of the battlefield, with its “field of force of destructive
torrents and explosions,” where this generation, “stood,” as a single body, thrust into a
nightmare where “nothing remained unchanged but the clouds.” At the center of this
waste land, in this hellish “paese guasto,” we now find “the tiny, fragile human body”
that suddenly strikes us as a revelation. The rhetorical construction of the passage begins
by shifting the point of view with which we are “connected” (the essayistic voice of the
author’s persona), from the historical, theoretic consideration to the emotionally charged
recollection of childhood memory, where we experience a rise in the pathetic intensity.
Finally, our point of view is abandoned on a pulsating mass of flesh in the middle of a
battlefield:

A generation that had gone to school on a horse-drawn streetcar now stood
under the open sky in a countryside in which nothing remained unchanged but

7



the clouds, and beneath these clouds, in a field of force of destructive torrents
and explosions, was the tiny, fragile human body. (Benjamin 1986b, 84).

Is this an example of what “narrative experience” means? If we accept this
hypothesis, we can start to note the presence of some elements that will come back
throughout this book. The most important is a certain way of interrupting or
disconnecting — through a variety of rhetorical means — the dominance of the narrative
voice itself, its discursive sway on the narrated elements. For example, in Benjamin’s
essay, it is the case of the essayistic “authorial” voice whose discursive progression is
disturbed by the emergence of an emotional intensity (here produced by the use of
certain images) that the authorial agency itself cannot entirely master, even when it is
intended to reinforce the argument at play. Not by chance, this is the place where the
text remains open, and we can try to read it beyond the author’s immediate intentions.
This “voice,” however, can take different shapes, from the illusion of the authorial voice
in a narrative constructed as a personal recollection, or as a reportage, to the voice-over
in a film recounting a youthful memory (in order to explore the amplitude of such
possibilities, a part of my research will be devoted to film analysis). The only constant
element is the “directionality” of the point of view itself, moving from recognizable
ideological coordinates, where it can comfortably expand in its habitual relation to the
world, to a “stricture” where these coordinates fade, together with any possibility of

“personal” identification. Therefore, we can formulate the preliminary hypothesis that



this rhetorical phenomenon happens in moments in which an excessive intensity pierces
the texture of discursive, ideological knowledge that constitutes our linguistic relation to
“reality.” Referring back to Benjamin’s essay, Agamben writes in Infanzia e storia:
“L’esperienza ¢ ... rivolta innanzitutto alla protezione dalle sorprese e il prodursi di uno
choc implica sempre una falla nell’esperienza”! (Agamben 2001b, 37-38). This leads us
directly to another indispensable element, without which the pathetic effect of
Benjamin’s passage could not be achieved: the supposed “contact” with a historical
event, a traumatic experience of which the text is a consequence, to which it (in many
different ways) can be considered to respond (it would be, in this case, the collision
between that sense of comfort and protection still emanating from childhood memories,
and the dark reality that 1936 Europe was for the exiled Jewish intellectual). This is the
part of the “social conflict” without which the narrative experience at the center of this
research cannot be produced. The term will here be used with a large breadth, from war,
which represents, in a way, its maximum expression, to different degrees of social

confrontation.

11 “Tt is experience that best affords us protection from surprises, and the production of shock always implies
a gap in experience” (Agamben 1993, 41).
9



As Fredric Jameson explains in an essay to which I return in the last chapter
(Jameson 2016, 36), Lukacs’ formulation of catharsis as an effect of an “interruption” of
the point of view was a development of his earlier idea that the “class consciousness” of
the proletariat consisted in a position (a point of view) of absolute deprivation (or,
better, was produced by such position), where the material coincidence with the form of
commodity would offer a paradoxical privileged standpoint of apprehension on the
totality of capitalist society.!? Yet, as Jameson notes in his essay on Lukdcs in Marxism
and Form, “the preconditions of knowledge of the totality in History and Class
Consciousness” find a parallel, in Lukacs” aesthetic reflection, in “the analysis of the
subjective precondition of realism.” Which simply means, that those writers who were
able, according to him, to communicate the insight of an historical period, were “those
who somehow fully participated in the life of their times, who were not mere observers,
but actors also.” Of course, “on the literary plane the explanation may seem relatively
simplistic” (Jameson 1971, 202). Yet, if we refer this idea to his later formulation of
Catharsis as the acme of the capacity of “vision” of a work, in its direct derivation from

the material undoing of the point of view, in other words, if we consider that this is a

12 To follow Jameson’s definition in Marxism and Form: “By ‘class consciousness,” therefore, Lukacs means
not so much an empirical and psychological phenomenon, or those collective manifestations explored by
sociology, but rather the a priori limits or advantages conferred by affiliation with the bourgeoisie or the
proletariat upon the mind’s capacity to apprehend external reality” (Jameson 1971, 182).
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formal effect, and not a matter of “content,” we can formulate the hypothesis that a
certain kind of literary experience — which is by no means confined to literature, but can
be obtained in other art forms as well — can be produced only in moments in which a
historical experience forces an author to be in direct, material contact with the forces of
social conflict, when the intensity of such conflict is strong enough to undo “ideological
defenses.” As we will see, there are several possibilities of realization for this experience
of undoing of the ideological “cortex” of the subject. The most important of which is the
one that succeeds in the demise of the point of view, thus delivering the experience of
the reader/spectator to an impersonal condition of “absolute deprivation,” which
paradoxically is, as it is obvious for the reader of Bataille, the only passage to access the
communal dimension, that I will read, in the epilogue of this work, in the Movement of

"77 as inscribed in the early writings of Pier Vittorio Tondell.

The goal of my research is to show how an “excessive” historical reality can
break the ideological defenses of authorial subjectivity, or, in other words, how
historical experiences in certain conditions destroy the “authorial function,” leaving a

mark on the structural and formal (rhetorical) construction of the work of art, producing

11



what a certain philosophical thinking would call a déseuvrement'3 (unworking). Through
this mark, lingering on its surface, the reader/viewer can encounter something we can
approximately define as a “contact” with the experience that was originally inscribed in
it. This experience coincides with the undoing of the point of view and the personal
element that the latter is intended to preserve. Therefore, I have chosen to begin with a
historical moment, the end of World War II, and a place, Naples destroyed by the
bombings, where it is possible to see how a traumatic event fractured the ideological
discourse that had been dominant until that moment, shedding light, in that specific
context, on the inhuman situation on which Neapolitan society was founded: that is, the
horrifying conditions in which its large underclass had been forced to live. At the same
time, in its articulation with the beginning of the economic development that would
change the shape of Italian society in the following decades, it is possible to see how
dominant ideology would try to “close” such a break and exploit its intensity to
reinforce a certain reactionary ideology (which in Naples took the form of a peculiar
“Neapolitan ideology” that sought to justify the permanence of a situation of archaic

underdevelopment while the city itself underwent deep transformations).

13 A concept that emerged in French post-heideggerian thought, developed in particular by Blanchot, Nancy,
and later by Agamben.
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While in the first chapter I address works (those produced at the time by
Malaparte and Ortese) where the traumatic nature of historical events is fully recognized
and thematized, in the second chapter my point of departure will be the work of an
author who chose to ignore the crisis of his present time and to represent seemingly
unpolitical events in the private lives of common people. In the first films of Eric
Rohmer, I will retrace the compensatory fantasy through which he nourished his
colonial ideology in the moment of the French defeat in the Algerian war. At the same
time, I will analyze the signs through which the historical moment, through the pressure
of its liberating instances, was directly inscribed in his work. Indeed, the experience
offered by his films of the time, beyond the toxic worldview in which the colonial
relationship is reshaped and preserved —namely, in the heterosexual romantic
relationship — also forces the spectator into moments of dissolution of the dominant
position of the subject, where one is delivered to a fleeting possibility of impersonal,
communal experience, free from the heavy burden represented by the “obligation” to
belong to a “ruling race.” What in his films emerges only as a feeble and almost
immediately suffocated impulse becomes a structured formal principle in the works of
other French directors of the time — whose creative experience linked to this moment I
will analyze —, such as Guy Debord, Chris Marker, Agnes Varda, who all, in different

ways, were directly affected by the outcome of the “Algerian events.”
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As the accelerated industrial development pushed Europe toward the crisis
opened by the struggles of the end of the sixties, the political value, or, better, the
political efficacy of the work of art gained increasing importance for the radical
movements engaged in social conflicts. As I will show in the third chapter with reference
to Italian literature (to the milieu of the avant-garde Gruppo 63 in particular), a certain
phantasy of the direct conversion of engaged literature in political praxis was conceived
through the hypothesis of an overcoming of “bourgeois” narrative toward a return to, or
rediscovery of, the “epic” element (thus returning to the pre-Marxist ideologeme
through which the young Lukacs had tried to solve aesthetic problems in the Theory of
the Novel). Focusing on the work of Nanni Balestrini, I will investigate how Vogliamo
tutto, the novel he wrote as a direct consequence of his engagement in the workerist
movement, bears the traces of the political struggles of the time thanks to an
incorporation of the collective practice experimented in that situation. This will be the
center of my analysis, and I will formally read it as the “cathartic” dissolution of the

subject produced through the rhetorical construction of narrative itself.

As this experience was radicalized in the experimentations of the political
practice of the Autonomy during the following decade, the epilogue will close this

research by reading the inscription of the “form of life” of the 77 Movement in the early
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work of Pier Vittorio Tondelli and in his peculiar style, which I define as “adolescent,”
reading it in connection with the communal existence of the student-worker movement
in Bologna. I will here discuss Jean-Luc Nancy’s interpretation of the idea of community
emerging in the work of Bataille. According to this vision, community does not mean
“sharing” experiences or “doing things in common;” on the contrary, the bodily
proximity implied in communal existence needs to be exposed to the “optical,”
contemplative dimension that Bataille called ecstatic experience, where one is forced into
the point of view, again, of the “third” element, which is in turn exposed to the
everydayness of others, to the extreme situations of life’s routine: boredom, joy,
suffering, distress, dullness, self-destruction, death. In a way, this mutual exposition of
the bodily existence of others constitutes the archetypical occurrence of the extreme
experiences whose traces this research will have investigated in previous chapters. If the
subjective individual is always the production of a social discourse, a role, a “persona,”
the ecstatic position of the impersonal, where the communal praxis is indistinguishable
from literary experience (as foreseen by Blanchot and Nancy), offers the possibility of an
“ecstasy” that is the negation of any form of private evasion from the social burden: “1’«
extase » est elle-méme communication, négation de I'étre isolé qui, en méme temps qu’il

disparait en cette violente rupture, prétend s’exalter ou « s’enrichir » de ce qui brise son
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7

isolement jusqu’a l’ouvrir a l'illimité.” (Blanchot 1983, 35-36).!* In other words, the result
of such exposition is one’s own undoing: the being delivered to the material cohabitation
of the community. At this point, we will find Bataille, with the reflections of his thought
in Blanchot, Nancy, and Agamben, in that place of annihilation of subjectivity seen by
Lukdcs in the cathartic effect of the work of art. The “formal” interruption of the point of
view (of subjectivity) through which one gains access to the impersonal is the essence of
community: “en dega ou au-dela de I'ceuvre, cela qui se retire de 1'ceuvre, cela qui n’a
plus a faire ni avec la productions, ni avec 'achevement, mais qui rencontre
l'interruption, la fragmentation, le suspens” (Nancy 78-79). What matters in this
experience of liberation from the sway of dominant social discourses by which
subjectivities are made is not so much the function of vision afforded by the work itself
and its semantic content. Far beyond this, the vision produced by the deactivation of the
work (the unworking) is the impersonal gaze that the dissolved point of view can shed
on the surrounding environment, on the communal dimension of the being with the
others, where the maximum of separation (the abandonment of the illusion of
participation and sharing) is the absolute proximity of the lingering-alongside in the

materiality of everydayness.

14 Shortly after these words, Blanchot quotes Bataille: “]’objet de 1’extase est la négation de I’étre isolé.”
(Blanchot 1983, 36).
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1. Curzio Malaparte, Anna Maria Ortese. Excessive
Reality and Literary Experience

Introduction

In the first part of this chapter I will focus on Curzio Malaparte’s novel La pelle
(1949). Written during the final stage of World War II and in the years immediately after,
it focuses on the author’s position as a liaison officer working with the Allied troops
who were part of the Italian campaign. Malaparte’s previous novel, Kaputt, was
published in 1944 and focused on his experiences as a news correspondent during the
tirst years of the war, mostly on the eastern front. The reception of both works was
marked by the author’s highly compromised political position toward the fascist regime,
which posed a problem of coherence and ultimately of morality for his writings. With
reference to Kaputt, William Hope speaks about a “a discernable anxiety within the
narrative to present a purified self-image which is eventually compromised by the
narrator’s unrestricted freedom of movement in Nazi-occupied territory, by his time
spent at Nazi social circles, and also by certain of his narrative values” (Hope 1999, 182).
Indeed, despite all the arguments he used to challenge this charge, Malaparte had been a
fascist intellectual who opportunistically changed sides during World War II. Even the

time he spent in prison and in internal confinement (“confino”) during the fascist regime
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was not due to political opposition, as he later tried to claim, but to his personal enmity
with Italo Balbo (Pardini 1998, 254-262). That being said, the center of my reflection will
be the specific experience that influenced Malaparte’s writing and the way it is
translated into a rhetorical form so as to perform certain ideological operations. To do
this, we need to start with the consideration that he had been exposed to various forms
of extreme violence from a young age, as he volunteered for World War I even before
turning eighteen (Pardini 1998, 29-43). Although he was perceived as an intellectual — a
journalist and a writer — during his militancy in the Fascist party, he also witnessed and
participated in person to the violent phase of the “squadrismo.” Finally, during World
War II, as a news correspondent on the eastern front until 43 and then as a liaison
officer during the campaign of Italy, he witnessed several manifestations of violence in
those years, from the extermination of the Jewish population to the civil war in Italy.!®
Therefore, without erasing the problem of his personal position towards historical
events, which, as we will see, plays a role in the aesthetic structure of the novel, I will

investigate how his exposure to violence is translated in the form of his literary work.

15 “Ero stanco di veder ammazzare la gente. Da quattro anni non facevo altro che veder ammazzare la gente.
Veder morire la gente & una cosa, vederla ammazzare € un’altra. Ti par d’essere dalla parte di chi ammazza,
d’essere anche tu uno di quelli che ammazzano” La pelle 314. “I was tired of the sight of people being killed.
For four years I had done nothing but watch people being killed. To watch people die is one thing, to watch
them being killed is another. You feel as if you were on the side of the killers, as if you were yourself one of
the killers” (315).
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In the second part of chapter I will focus on “Oro a Forcella” (“The Gold of
Forcella”) and “Il silenzio della ragione” (“The Silence of Reason”), two of Anna Maria
Ortese’s short stories from her collection Il mare non bagna Napoli, (Naples is not Bathed by
the Sea'®), published in 1953. The experience of living in post-war Naples heavily
impacted Ortese’s writing at that time (and all of her future work). Having started her
career at the end of the 1930s, publishing short stories and poetry that could fit into the
category of “magic realism” promoted by Massimo Bontempelli, who had also been her
main literary mentor, from the beginning her imaginative world reflected her difficult
social position as a young woman from a petty bourgeois family in a precarious financial
position, living in a poor neighborhood of Naples, where she moved when she was an
adolescent in 1928. After living in very difficult conditions in several places (including
Potenza, Rome, and Venice) during the years of the war, while her family’s house had
been destroyed during the Allied bombing in "42, she came back to Naples with her
family in "45, only to face years of hardship (Clerici 2002, 130-144). During this period,
while continuing to write fiction in her usual style, she started producing journalistic

writing, partly to seek a more reliable source of income,!” partly because of her

16 The early (incomplete) English translation of this work appeared with the title Naples has no bay in 1955. A
new, recent translation has been titled Neapolitan Chronicles (2018).

17’1l mio problema di fondo era sempre il problema “economico”: un eufemismo per non dichiarare troppo
apertamente la questione della sopravvivenza fisica.” ... “Fu in questo periodo, che pur continuando, di tanto
in tanto — a scrivere qualche favola — mi dedicai al giornalismo.”” (Clerici 2002, 146) “’My fundamental
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participation in a group of leftist intellectuals who, from "45 to "47, published the
innovative cultural journal Sud. In her afterword to Il mare, written almost fifty years
later, Ortese defined this bimonthly review as a radical (“oltranzista”) “critique of
historical reality”!® (Ortese 2018, 190)," whose editorial director, Pasquale Prunas, first
encouraged her to search for “documents of reality.” What she found exploring post-war
Naples forever changed her work: in her words, a “vision of the intolerable, and not a
true measure of things”? (191). As I will argue, this opposition cannot be simplistically
understood as an alternative between imaginative discourse and objective account.
What Ortese defines as “excessive reality”?! (Clerici 2002, 249) often has the power to
contaminate any rational, common-sense discourse (the “measure of things”) with
ideological fantasies, through which the “intolerable” is compensated for and made
acceptable. On the contrary, in her writings of this period, Ortese uses a visionary stance
shaped as “lyrical meditation” to resist the temptation to flee from the “intolerable.” The
nature of this excessive reality, and the way it shaped her literary work, will be the focus

of my analysis.

problem has always been the ‘financial’ one: a euphemism not to mention openly the issue of physical
survival.” ... ‘it was at that time that, although going on, occasionally, to write some fairy tale — I focused on
journalism.””

18 “critica del reale storico,”® (Ortese 1994, 175).

19 Here and elsewhere the translation has been modified for a closer adherence to the original.

20 “fu visione dell’intollerabile, non fu vera misura delle cose” (175).

21 “Se ho usato termini eccessivi e perché eccessiva era la realta che vedevo” (249). “If I have used excessive
terms it is because excessive was the reality that I saw.”
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1.1 Curzio Malaparte’s La pelle. Extreme experience and the
rhetoric of interruption

Ecrire sous la pression de la guerre, ce n’est pas écrire sur la
guerre, mais dans son horizon et comme si elle était la compagne
avec laquelle on partage son lit (en admettant qu’elle vous laisse
une place, une marge de liberté).

Blanchot, La communauté inavouable

1.1.1 Expérience-limite and the principle of disconnection

In one of the last chapters of Kaputt, the diplomat Filippo Anfuso (who would
later serve as the Italian ambassador to Berlin for the RSI) describes a personal encounter
with Galeazzo Ciano, who privately spoke to him about his mistrust for Mussolini, and
about his presentiment that the latter would have ultimately turned against him. At this
point, while contemplating his own naked image in a mirror (the nakedness of powerful

men is a central image in the novel), he says:

‘Meno male’ disse “che io non sono il Ministro degli Esteri della repubblica
Cinese.” E aggiunse: “Tu conosci la Cina come la conosco io, € un paese delizioso,
ma pensa a quel che mi capiterebbe laggili se cadessi in disgrazia.” E si mise a
descrivermi un supplizio cinese, al quale aveva assistito in una strada di Pechino.
Al condannato, legato a un palo, viene tolta con un coltello, a brano a brano, tutta
la carne, fuorché i nervi e il sistema delle vene e delle arterie. L’uomo diventa
cosi una specie di traliccio d’ossa, di nervi e di vene, attraverso il quale passano i
raggi del sole e volan le mosche. Il suppliziato puo viver cosi per alcuni giorni.
Galeazzo si soffermava con sofferente compiacenza sui particolari pit1 orribili, e
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rideva allegramente. Sentivo la sua volonta d’esser crudele, e al tempo stesso la
sua paura e il suo odio impotente 22 (Malaparte 2009, 407).

Although this brief scene could be read as a self-representation of the author’s
attitude vis-a-vis his own writing (“si soffermava con sofferente compiacenza sui
particolari orribili”), it is important to stress that Ciano describes a lingchi execution,
images of which Georges Bataille would publish in the last pages of Les larmes d'Eros in
1961. On the violence captured by those images, he wrote: “je ne puis, encore
aujourd’hui, m’en proposer une autre plus folle, plus affreuse” (Bataille 2001, 237). He
also said:

Le monde lié a I'image ouverte du supplicié photographié, dans le temps du
supplice, a plusieurs reprises, a Pékin, est, a ma connaissance, le plus angoissant
de ceux qui nous sont accessible par des images que fixa la lumiere. ... Ce cliché
eut un role décisif dans ma vie. Je n’ai pas cessé d’étre obsédé par cette image de
la douleur, a la fois extatique (?) et intolérable. (Bataille 2001, 233-34).

There is something that Malaparte and Bataille share in relation to this image of
extreme violence: that is — but this can be understood only if taking into consideration
their whole body of work — the belief that the only possible source of literary discourse is

an “expérience-limite” situated outside of thought and comprehension, which, at the

2 A good thing that I am not the Foreign Minister of the Chinese Republic,” he said. “You know China as
well as I do. It is a delightful country, but think what would happen to me there if I were to fall into
disfavor.” He began to describe to me Chinese tortures that he had witnessed in a Peking street. The victim,
tied to a pole, was stripped with a penknife piece by piece of all his flesh, except for his nerves and his
arteries and veins. The man became a kind of trellis made of bones, nerves and blood vessels through which
the sun could shine and the flies could buzz. In that way the victim could live for several days. Galeazzo
lingered with masochistic complacency on the most horrible details and laughed merrily. I felt the sensual
pleasure he took in being cruel and also his fear and his powerless hatred” (Malaparte 1946, 369).
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same time, only exists as a certain communicative (even narrative) drive, stretching the
limits of thought and language to create what can be defined as the “literary.” The point
here is the refusal of a certain conception of “ineffability” trivially understood as the
unsayable, foreign to language and communication. According to Bataille (and to a line
of thought rooted in his work, developed by thinkers like Blanchot, Nancy, and
Agamben), authentic experience lies outside the linguistic consistence of the subject and
is foreign to subjectivity itself; yet, as he repeatedly wrote since L’expérience intérieure, it
is not ineffable.?® In a conference held in 1953, he tried to define a conception of
ineffability as “non-savoir” (the object that cannot be known through rational
knowledge), as what manifests itself essentially in its own material effects, among which
he named the emotional reactions that ground literary pathos (but we could simply say
here: “intensity,” so as to specify what distinguishes literary from ordinary language):
“Je crois qu'il est impossible de parler du non-savoir autrement que dans 1'expérience
que nous en faisons. Cette expérience est une expérience qui a toujours un effet, un effet
tel que, par exemple, le rire ou les larmes, ou le poétique, ou I’angoisse, ou 1'extase”?*

(Bataille 1970, 8:219). According to Blanchot, Bataille’s central discovery was that “la

23 Cf. Bataille 1978, 15.

24 It is worth noting, in this context, how the disturbing coexistence of “rire et larmes” is one of the
distinctive traits of Malaparte’s literary stance: “si soffermava con sofferente compiacenza sui particolari piu
orribili, e rideva allegramente...”
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pensée pense cela qui ne se laisse pas penser” (Blanchot 1969, 310). In other words,
“I'instant de la rupture, de la faille” (Bataille 1970, 8:254) produces the literary discourse
as the aesthetic dimension in which an impersonal, alien-to-language experience
achieves expression by fracturing the discursive subjectivity. This insight led Blanchot
and Agamben to formulate the hypothesis that the originary dimension around which
language and subjectivity are produced would be precisely the “authentic experience”
intended as a pre-linguistic, impersonal dimension (what Agamben named “infancy”:
“L’esperienza ¢ la semplice differenza fra 'umano e il linguistico”?* (Agamben 2001b,
49)). In other words, discursive subjectivity is possible only because it bears the mark of
this fracture whose proximity means its own undoing, which in turn produces the
impersonal dimension that makes the empathic experience of literature possible (it opens
up the “literary space,” according to Blanchot). From this point, the idea of community
tueled by Bataille’s writings also appears (not by chance, it is a core element in the work
of the thinkers I have mentioned). If we focus our attention on the “literary expression”

of the proximity with the expérience-limite, we can define, as its distinctive mark, what

25 “Experience is the simple difference between the human and the linguistic” (Agamben 1993, 50). He also
writes: “Un’esperienza originaria, lungi dall’essere qualcosa di soggettivo, non potrebbe essere allora che cio
che, nell'uomo, & prima del soggetto, cioe prima del linguaggio: un’esperienza ‘muta’ nel senso letterale del
termine, una in-fanzia dell'uomo, di cui il linguaggio dovrebbe, appunto, segnare il limite” (Agamben
2001b, 45). “A primary experience, far from being subjective, could then only be what in human beings
comes before the subject — that is, before language: a ‘wordless’ experience in the literal sense of the term, a
human infancy [in-fancy], whose boundary would be marked by language” (Agamben 1993, 47).
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could be called a principle of “disconnection,” as if at the formal level the interruptions
to the flow in mimetic experience would at the same time capture and replicate an

original disconnection between experience and the discourse produced by it.?¢

Malaparte’s writing, especially in La pelle and Kaputt, revolves around a double
impulse: on the one hand, the “contact” with the violence of war, the spectacle of misery,
cruelty, and suffering he witnesses; on the other hand, the need to situate his personal
position — that is, at the aesthetic level, the narrative voice of the two novels — in relation
to a double issue: the moral responsibility for the catastrophe consuming Europe
(prevalently in Kaputt) and the confrontation with the Anglo-American (and
occasionally French) liberators, in whose presence he found himself in the role of the
worthless vanquished (in La pelle). To understand the functioning of the double bind
structuring his prose, caught between the necessity to relate an extreme experience of
violence and degradation and the impulse to produce a self-absolutory discourse, we
could use as an example the iconography of the Triumph of Death, which, as we will see
in the next section, together with the traditional narrative of the plague, is an important

point of reference for the author in both novels. What most exemplars of the Triumph

26 A paradox that Blanchot would describe as follows: “Ce qui échappe donc décidément, la parole
l'accueille, et non seulement elle le retient, mais c’est a partir de cette affirmation toujours étrangere et
toujours dérobée, 'impossible et I'incommunicable, qu’elle parle y prenant origine.” (Blanchot 1969, 312).
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have in common is the coexistence of two different elements, out of which is generated
an experience of fruition that is fractured into two stages or layers of interpretation. The
first is the appearance of bodily destruction, where the first impression of horror does
not allow the beholder to distinguish between clothing and other distinctive signs
indicating a specific social status of the dead bodies, which could help rationalize the
scene into an ideologically determined allegory. The second is precisely this
rationalization, the moment in which the ideological intent becomes clear (the Christian
allegory of punishment and salvation). Yet there is no exact superimposition of the two,
probably because the first appearance of the pile of bodies is too strong to yield
immediately to rationalization. This “disconnection” between the two moments is
exactly what must have been experienced at the outset of the outbreak of the plague in
the Middle Ages, when the physical presence of piles of rotting bodies could not
immediately — if ever — be rationalized into a Christian interpretation of punishment,
repentance, and salvation.

This same disconnection is also at the core of Malaparte’s narrative, though its
nature is more complicated: not only it lies between an account relating the extreme
experience of “creaturely” misery and the self-absolutory discourse of a narrative voice
that cannot hide a certain layer of knowledge of being on the side of those who have

caused (or who are even perpetrating) the crimes from which that misery originates.
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That disconnection, as we have seen, originally belongs to the extreme experience from
which Malaparte departs. In other words, the conscious ideological move that follows
(self-absolutory discourse in this case, or the Christian allegory in the case of the
Triumph) merely replicates a first narrative drive in which the extreme experience comes
to expression: if experience itself implies a fracture between the material emergence of
bodily existence and the linguistic dimension through which it is expressed, it
nevertheless must carry the trace of the original break. It is the presence of this rupture
that produces the “interruption” in the fluency of the mimetic contact with the literary
object (in both reading and writing) — an effect that is produced when the discourse
reaches the traumatic dimension in which the proximity of annihilation, [’expérience-
limite in which Bataille saw the coincidence of erotism and death, makes tangible the
possibility of the undoing of that very fracture that nevertheless connects the two
elements. Yet this interpretation can be meaningful, at least for the literary dimension,
only if we think of that discontinuity between existence and discourse (human
experience) as the place in which the ideological dimension already takes place,
therefore making it impossible to think of something as a “pure” experience or a pure

“testimony”:¥” there is no discourse that is not already “critical,” and testimony only

¥ And this is one of the possible interpretations of Agamben’s discourse on the experience of the
concentration camps
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happens in and as “critical” discourse. In the case of Malaparte, the proximity of the
expérience-limite continuously manifests itself in a conspicuous variation of the aesthetic
possibilities of the interruption, in which the illusion of the mimetic flow is time and
again arrested by the emergence of the “critical” element, whose formal manifestations
take different shapes such as the improper coupling of verbal tenses, the anti-realistic
use of the dialogue, the essayistic tone, etc. Moreover, at the level of the content, the
critical dimension is consciously manipulated by the author to produce a second layer of
ideological framework (the “paradox” is here the device he uses more frequently), when,
as in the Triumph, the allegorical intention, the self-absolutory discourse, becomes
dominant.

I will examine this process in La pelle, focusing in particular on the first chapter,
in which the principle of disconnection acts in the most evident way. However, as noted
by Sandra Covino (1999) in her extremely accurate analysis of Malaparte’s prose, a
certain degree of disconnection and the prevalence of the rhetorical artifice on narrative
fluidity is a stylistic feature that the author received from the literary tradition to which
he belonged, and specifically from the model of Gabriele D’Annunzio’s narrative, where
the lyrical effect and the rhetorical bravura was more important than any coherence of
the story-telling:

Il preziosismo, I'artificio, la ridondanza retorica, pur scaturendo dal comune
sfondo esibizionistico, rappresentano un fattore non superficiale di affinita. L’alta
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densita figurale del discorso, in cui un ruolo dominante é svolto dalla
comparazione e dall’iterazione, spesso unite in connessione sistematica, riveste
infatti, sia in D’Annunzio che in Malaparte, una funzione strutturale di
organizzazione dei materiali narrativi, non piu collegati secondo procedimenti
tradizionali. In altre parole, le tecniche adottate da Malaparte per unire le
molteplici tessere del racconto sono affini a quelle adoperate da D’ Annunzio nel
tentativo sperimentale di destrutturare la sintassi narrativa del naturalismo,
eliminandone il carattere oggettivo e finalistico.? (Covino 1999, 228)

Although the weight of D’ Annunzio — who wrote a novel titled Il trionfo della
morte (1894) — is here undeniable, it is obvious that the same rhetorical devices were
charged by Malaparte with his own ideological impulses: in other words, tracing the
literary origin of La pelle’s obsession with a disconnected narrative structure does not
explain its function. We have here a system of interruptions that works as a specific
reactive formation to the extreme situation in which the work originates, and, in a

second moment, as the opportunity to produce a self-absolutory rhetorical discourse.

28 “Even though preciosity, artifice, and rhetorical redundancy all derive from a common background of
exhibitionism, they represent a non-superficial factor of affinity. The high figural density of the discourse,
where a dominant role is played by comparison and iteration, often times systematically united, has a
structural function for both D’ Annunzio and Malaparte; thus, narrative materials are organized through this
function, instead of being connected according to traditional proceedings. In other words, the techniques
used by Malaparte to connect the multiple elements of the tale are similar to those employed by D’ Annunzio
for his experimental attempt at restructuring the narrative syntax of naturalism, by eliminating its objective
and finalistic character.”
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1.1.2 From Kaputt to La pelle. The theme of the plague and the
iconography of the Triumph of Death

The first clear anticipation of La pelle appears in the eight chapter of Kaputt, titled
La notte d’'inverno (The Winter Night), in a passage that hints to a theme that would
become dominant in the subsequent novel. As if to stress the opposition with the
southern staging of the latter, the episode happens in Finland, gripped by the arctic
winter. During one of the typical intellectual discussions around which Kaputt is
structured, the narrator makes the following remarks about Sweden’s ambassador,
Westmann, who had served for several years in Spain and had a deep affection for that
country:

Ma c’era nel suo sentimento per la Spagna quella indefinibile sfumatura di
sensuale passione e di segreto orrore, che sempre si accompagna, in ogni uomo
del Nord, all’amore per le terre del Mediterraneo: la stessa sensuale ripugnanza
che si dipinge nel viso degli spettatori negli antichi Trionfi della Morte, dove le
scene macabre, lo spettacolo dei verdi cadaveri dissepolti, distesi nudi al sole
come lucertole morte, tra i fiori carnosi e fortemente odora[n]ti, suscitano negli
astanti un orrore sacro, una volutta che insieme li attira e li respinge.?? (205)

The iconography of the triumph of death is here superimposed onto the north-
south dichotomy, as the piles of corpses that are typical of this medieval iconography

are associated with the “Mediterranean lands” as they appear to northerners. Indeed,

2 “But in his feeling for Spain there was that indefinite tinge of sensuous passion and hidden repugnance
that always goes with the Northerner’s love for Mediterranean lands — the same sensuous repugnance that
is portrayed in the faces of the onlookers in the old Triumphs of Death, where the sight of the green corpses,
exhumed and lying in the sun like dead lizards amid fleshy, strongly scented flowers, has aroused in them a
reverent horror and a sensuous enjoyment that at the same time attracts and repulses them.” (189)
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this particular invocation of the topic seems to fit well with the north-south duality,
where the south coincides with the corporeal (creaturely) dimension of disorder as both
death and exasperated vitality. Yet, in order to understand how this specifically connects
to La pelle, we need to recall the proximity of this theme with that of the plague, for
which it constitutes a sort of pictorial counterpart, as its wide diffusion in the fourteenth
century was influenced by the epidemic that hit Europe in 1348 (although its first
development preceded the plague and is not directly connected with it).>* Not only is the
tirst chapter of La pelle titled La peste (The plague)®' and does it directly mention
Boccaccio’s canonical description of the plague of Florence, but Malaparte even reverts
to one of the main topoi of this kind of representation, one that is usually present in
every depiction of the plague — that is, the climax of the dissolution of social order
culminating in the destruction of family bounds, which Boccaccio describes as follows:
“l'un fratello I’altro abbandonava e il zio il nipote e la sorella il fratello e spesse volte la
donna il suo marito; e (che maggior cosa e e quasi non credibile), li padri e le madri i

tiglioli, quasi loro non fussero, di visitare e di servire si schifavano” (Boccaccio 2013,

3 The most famous fresco representing this motive, the one by Buffalmacco in the Camposanto in Pisa, dates
from the thirties of the fourteenth century, so before the start of the epidemic in Florence. For the reasons of
the wide diffusion of this theme in the thirteen hundred, see Frugoni and Facchinetti, Senza misericordia: il
Trionfo della Morte e la Danza macabra a Clusone.

31 The book’s first working title had indeed been La peste (The Plague), before Camus’s book with the same
title went out in 1947.
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171).32 As Sergio Givone writes: “Non c’e pestigrafo (da Tucidide a Lucrezio, da
Boccaccio a Manzoni) che non abbia visto nella peste 'innesco di processi
disumanizzanti e la riduzione dell'uomo allo stato bestiale, stato di natura, in primis
proprio la sparizione d’ogni sentimento d’amore per i propri famigliari oltre che per i
proprio simili” (Givone 2012).3* Malaparte roots his own text in this tradition. Even
though “the plague of Naples” is immediately presented as a metaphorical one (“Lo
straordinario carattere di tal nuovissimo morbo era questo: che non corrompeva il corpo,
ma l’anima” (37)), the dissolution of family bounds is adapted to fit the shift of meaning
imposed on the sickness:

Fra i tanti e schifosi effetti di quella peste, il pit1 schifoso era la matta furia, la
volutta della delazione. Appena toccato dal morbo, ognuno diventava la spia del
padre e della madre, dei Fratelli, dei figli, dello sposo, dell’amante, dei congiunti
e degli amici pit1 cari; ma non mai di sé medesimo.3* (Malaparte 2015, 36).

32 “_ brother forsook brother, uncle nephew and sister brother and oftentimes wife husband; nay (what is
yet more extraordinary and well-nigh incredible) fathers and mothers refused to visit or tend their very
children, as they had not been theirs.” (Payne translation). A main reference of Boccaccio is here Paul the
Deacon: “Fuggivano i figli, lasciando senza sepoltura i cadaveri dei genitori; i genitori, dimentichi di ogni
senso di pieta, abbandonavano i figli che bruciavano di febbre” (Diacono 2000, 59).

33 “There is no ‘plague teller’ (from Thucydides to Lucretius, from Boccaccio to Manzoni) who did not see in
the plague the origin of the dehumanizing processes and the reduction of humans to a feral state, a state of
nature, in primis represented by the dissolution of every feeling of love toward one’s own family and kin.”
Givone writes here with reference to Leopardi’s letters from the time of the cholera outbreak in Naples (that
eventually killed him). Indeed, Leopardi, for his connection with plague (the cholera), Naples, and the
eruption of Vesuvius, is an important point of reference for La pelle.

3 “Among the many loathsome effects of the plague the most loathsome was that it engendered in its
victims a mad passion, a voluptuous avidity for delation. No sooner were they stricken with the disease
than one and all began to inform against fathers, mothers, brothers, sons, husbands, lovers, relations and
dearest friends — but never against themselves” (Malaparte 1988, 25-26).
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For now, it is important to note that the embracing of the representational
paradigm of the plague is not only “metaphorical,” i.e. based on the exchange between
the corporeal and spiritual nature of the sickness. We should not forget, indeed, that
there was a concrete material aspect connecting Naples in those months to the medieval
chronicles of towns hit by the plague: an everyday experience where unnatural
“festivity”* and desperation coexisted in a place permeated by the smell of unburied
corpses (in this case trapped under collapsed buildings for weeks and even months):
“quel furore di bere, di mangiare, di godere, di cantare, di scialare e di far baldoria, nel
lezzo orrendo che esalavano le centinaia e centinaia di cadaveri sepolti sotto le macerie”
(36). This exactly coincides with Boccaccio’s description of Florence drowned in the
smell of unburied corpses, while universal desperation paradoxically overlapped with
the grotesque cheerfulness of those who decided that enjoying life was the only possible
response to impending death.

However, if this concrete element in the situation in occupied Naples made
immediately understandable the importance of the iconography of the Triumph of
Death and plague for Malaparte, there is a detail in the passage quoted above that is not

easily understandable: “la stessa sensuale ripugnanza che si dipinge nel viso degli

35 This “festivity” also belongs to a specific topos that connects the apocalyptic dimension of the epidemic
with the carnivalesque theme of the inversion of all values (as it is evident since Boccaccio). The topos also
returns in Matilde Serao’s Il ventre di Napoli (1884) (Serao 2002). Cf. Cocchiara 1981.
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spettatori negli antichi Trionfi della Morte”3¢ [my emphasis]. He is not simply saying that
the south offers, to the northern viewer, a spectacle similar to a triumph of death: he is
comparing this reaction to the one embodied by spectators inside these representations.
If we take as an example one of the most known occurrences of this iconography,
Buffalmacco’s fresco in the Camposanto in Pisa (1336-1340), there are no internal
observers of the spectacle of the dead bodies that could figure as counterparts to the
northerners, as in the cliché of the north-south opposition. The nobles, the educated, the
courteous fellows are not observers at all: they are playing music in the garden
completely unaware of the catastrophe that is about to strike them. There is, on the
contrary, a small crowd of miserable people (beggars, cripples, pilgrims) beside the pile
of bodies, who have witnessed the butchery and are now invoking death to free them
from the suffering of life,%” with a caption reading “Poi che prosperitade ci a lasciati / O
Morte, medicina d’ogni pena / de vienci a dare ormai 'ultima cena!”*® This same
framework is replicated in almost all of the known occurrences of this iconography: in

the fragments of Orcagna’s fresco in Santacroce (1345), with a similar caption, and in

% “the same sensuous repugnance that is portrayed in the faces of the onlookers in the old Triumphs of
Death” (Malaparte 1946, 189).

37 For this fresco the reference is Bellosi’s book, which established the attribution to Buffalmacco, and the
dating that is usually accepted. For a general overview on the theme of the Triumph of Death in Italian
medieval painting, see Brion-Guerry, Le theme du “Triomphe de la Mort” dans la peinture italienne.

3 “Since prosperity left us / oh Death, cure for every suffering / come give us the last supper.”
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Subiaco and Bolzano (both also dating from the fourteenth century). The same
iconographic theme lasted until the fifteenth century’s Trionfo in Palermo, originally
located in the courtyard of the Ospedale Grande in Palazzo Sclafani, a place where the
bodies of plague victims would be brought during the epidemics (the fresco has been
now moved to Palazzo Abatellis).* It is true that the Trionfo in Palermo could have
offered a model for Malaparte of the “sensuale ripugnanza” (“sensual disgust”) that he
imagined on the faces of the internal spectators he compared, as we have seen, to
northerners observing southern lands: indeed, among the crowd of young male
courtiers and women struck by the arrows of Death there are two young women, one
looking astonished at the bloody threat looming over the group, and another already
struck by two arrows, whose mouth is bent in what appears to be disgust.** He could
not, however, have ignored that the only canonical spectators of the “pile of bodies” in

this iconography are the miserable people in the group usually located to the left of the

3 “]] tema iconografico emerge per la prima volta presumibilmente in Ambrogio Lorenzetti e rimbalza
immediatamente nel Trionfo pisano, proprio al centro dell’affresco, con otto figure, tra storpi e mendicanti
che recitano un mantra gnostico ... Un testo che si stabilizza con 1'Orcagna in Santa Croce e nel trionfo di
Bolzano. Il repertorio iconografico si conserva fino a Palermo: grucce, stampelle, bende, moncherini e
I'immancabile figura, d’incerta natura sessuale, avvolta in un velo bianco.” (Cometa 2017, 114) “The
iconographic theme probably appears for the first time in Ambrogio Lorenzetti and immediately ends up in
the Pisan Trionfo, right at the center of the fresco, with eight figures, among which are cripples and beggars
declaiming a gnostic mantra ... A text that is shared with Orcagna in Santa Croce and in the Trionfo in
Bolzano. The iconographic inventory is preserved until Palermo: crutches, bandages, stumps, and the
unavoidable figure of uncertain gender, folded in a white veil.”

40 For these two figures see Cometa 135-139: he sees in the two ladies the embodiment of astonishment and
disdain.
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butchery (one clear example of this is the fresco in Palermo as well). Therefore, the
conflation of northern spectators with this element appears paradoxical: it suggests, in
my opinion, that the writer was already producing an ideological figuration that would
become dominant in La pelle, where (unlike in Kaputt) the opposition between spectators
from the north (mostly American “liberators”) and the horrible spectacle of death and
misery offered by southern Italy would be central. Indeed, Malaparte’s ideological
strategy will be to redeem a spectacle of absolute misery and degradation that could
easily provoke nothing other than disgust in the liberators, also confirming their
northern attitude about the natural degradation, abjection, and ultimately inferiority of
southern people, by transforming it into a “moral lesson,” an allegorical admonition®*!
similar to the one represented by the Triumph or Death (together with the Totentanz and
the Encounter of the three living and the three dead motif) in the Middle Ages, where the
contrast between such miserable “internal spectators” and the ignorance of the powerful
and noble for whom Death had no mercy was supposed to reinforce the moral

admonition of the picture. This is the meaning of Malaparte’s reference to the plague, an

4 “C’erano, fra i miei amici americani, molti giovani intelligenti, colti, sensibili: ma disprezzavano Napoli,
I'Ttalia, I'Europa, ci disprezzavano perché credevano che noi soli fossimo responsabili delle nostre miserie e
sventure, delle nostre vilta, dei nostri delitti, dei nostri tradimenti, delle nostre vergogne. Non capivano quel
che c’e di misterioso, di inumano, nelle nostre miserie e nelle nostre sventure.” 42. “There were, among my
American friends, many intelligent, cultured and sensitive young men; but they despised Naples, Italy and
Europe, they despised us because they believed that we alone were responsible for our miseries and
misfortunes, our acts of cowardice, our crimes, our perfidies, our infamies. They did not understand what
mystery and inhumanity there is behind our miseries and our misfortunes.” 33.
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event that has always been interpreted in a moral and religious sense, as a punishment
that should invite repentance, even though its appearance in the social sphere also
seems to suggest the dominance of chaos and the absence of any meaningful intention
behind the order of nature. This ambiguity is the same we find in the streets of Naples
permeated by the smell of unburied corpses. In the presence of divine punishment, the
faces of the noble liberators from the north need to dismiss the grimace of disgust and to
compose a pious expression of awe. Indeed, like the horrible spectacle of the plague
offered by the baroque wax sculptures realized in the seventeenth century by Gaetano
Zumbo, which Malaparte had probably seen in the Museo della Specola in Florence, the
destroyed city of Naples, the “slain siren,” has something to teach the world, especially
the triumphant nations of western civilization: what the author will confusedly try to
define as the dignity of the vanquished, who can coincide with the redemptive figure of
Christ (an omnipresent point of reference in the book*?) and therefore be transfigured
into a superior sort of liberator. This is the huge compensative effort at work in La pelle’s
ideological figuration, whose rhetorical strategies I will analyze in the next pages.

There is one final element in the representational paradigm of the plague that we

need to discuss, since it seems to trigger the formal structure of the book according to

£ “Ricorrenza lessicale quasi ossessiva e il nome stesso di Cristo, che percorre un po’ tutta 1’opera del
versatile Malaparte” (Covino 1999, 239).
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the theoretical framework I sketched at the beginning of the chapter. If we recall the
“classic” pattern of the description of the plague, we end up with a climax structure
culminating with the dissolution of family bonds that is connected to another literary
topos: that of ineffability, i.e. the impossibility of saying more as if reaching a limit of
language, a sort of border demarcating what is sayable and even thinkable, as in Matteo
Villani’s Chronicle: “ Avendo per cominciamento nel nostro principio a raccontare lo
sterminio della generazione umana [...] stupidisce la mente appressandosi a scrivere la
sentenzia che la divina giustizia con molta misericordia mando sopra gli uomini, degni
per la corruzione del peccato di final giudizio” (Cronica, I 1-2) [my emphasis]; or in the
Senese Chronicle by Agnolo di Tura: “E io Agnolo di Tura, detto il Grasso, sotterrai 5 miei
figliuoli co” le mie mani; e anco fuor di quelli che furono si malcuperti di terra, che li cani
ne trainavano e mangiavano di molti corpi, per la citta; ... ed era tanta la oribilita, che io
scrittore vengo meno a pensare; e perod non contero piu” (Muratori 1900, 555) [my
emphasis].*® And it was so much horror that 1, the writer, fail to contemplate it, and so I shall
say no more: it is true, Malaparte gives the impression of being completely immune to
such reticence, as he, on the contrary, appears to be always eager to say more, to go to the

very end of the horrors he represents. However, the ideological contradictions at the

43 Boccaccio simply says: “A me medesimo incresce andarmi tanto tra tante miserie ravolgendo” (where the
tiresome alliterations seem to stress, though, a greater difficulty of the argument than he acknowledges. (29
ed. Branca Einaudi)
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core of his work, together with the proximity of the expérience-limite in the sense of
Bataille, translate into a rhetorical mechanism whose functioning consists precisely in
the production of a suspension of the mimetic experience of the reader, an interruption

of the empathic fruition of the story.

1.1.3 Disruption of the mimetic flow and compensatory imagination (a
structural analysis of the Pendino episode).

The first chapter of the book, La peste, is composed of a mosaic of descriptions,
narrative fragments, and exemplary dialogues that introduce, as in the “horrible
beginning” of the Decameron, the situation in Naples occupied by the Allied troops: a
city destroyed by bombings but still animated by a desperate, festive “afterlife.” In this
unsettling scenario of death, hunger, and prostitution, the first person narrator
introduces us to his new position as a liaison officer (he, like all Italian officers and
soldiers enlisted in the support battalions, is dressed up in a macabre uniform taken
from a dead English soldier, complete with bullet holes and blood stains) and to the
other two main characters in the story: colonel Jack Hamilton, a professor of Classics
from South Carolina, who will be Malaparte’s primary companion and will listen to his

ideological discourse (he is also the only character who shows a significant evolution

39



throughout the story**), and Captain Jimmy Wren from Cleveland, who will occasionally
accompany the narrator on his exploratory itineraries, representing the role of the
simpler, but nevertheless “good” American man.

The first time the three characters are depicted together, they are visiting a
bakery situated in a dark alley in the historical center of the city, and the situation is
presented as a habitual tour the three men used to take to eat some particularly
renowned taralli. The verb tense used here is one of iteration, the imperfect (imperfetto):
“Jack ed io andavamo spesso, insieme col Capitano Jimmy Wren, di Cleveland Ohio, a
mangiare i taralli caldi, appena sfornati, in un forno del Pendino di Santa Barbara, quella
lunga e dolce scalinata che dal Sedile di Porto sale verso il Monastero di Santa Chiara.”*°
(32, my emphasis). The adjective “dolce,” although used here with the meaning of
“gentle” with reference to the steepness, gives the beginning of the episode a positive
tone, which is then overturned in the following paragraph, thus suggesting the contrast
between “beauty/gentleness” with “horror/misery” on which the entire book is built: “Il

Pendino e un vicolo lugubre, non tanto per la sua strettezza, tagliato com’e fra gli alti

4 “La pelle is also the bildungsroman of Jack, from the initial innocence where Europe is but “the banlieue of
Paris” to the understanding of Naples as the mysterious image of “quell’altra Europa.” (Baldasso 2017, 295).
4 “Jack and I, accompanied by Captain Jimmy Wren, of Cleveland, Ohio, often used to go and eat hot taralli,
fresh from the oven, in a baker’s shop situated in the Pendino di Santa Barbara, that long, gently sloping
flight of steps which leads up from the Sedile di Porto in the direction of the Monastery of Santa Chiara”
(21).
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muri, verdi di muffa, di antiche e sordide case, né per 'oscurita che vi regna eterna, anche
nelle giornate di sole, quanto per la stranezza della sua popolazione”4® (32 my
emphasis). The atmosphere of the vicolo has changed: gentleness has disappeared,
replaced by squalor, darkness, and dirt (some lines later it will be defined as fetido, fetid),
as well as the anticipation of a “strange” apparition to come. Yet, even more
importantly, the verb tense has shifted to the present, changing the nature of the episode
from a habitual but specific series of occurrences (the occasions in which we visited the
place) to a general description: a fairly common narrative device, but one that will
acquire, as we will see, a specific function. Then the ominous inhabitants (“horrible
population”) of the alley are introduced:

Famoso e infatti il Pendino di Santa Barbara per le molte nane che vi abitano. Son
cosl piccole, che giungono a stento al ginocchio di un uomo di media statura.
Sono laide e grinzose, fra le pit1 brutte nane che siano al mondo. ... Ma le nane
del Pendino ... sono orrende, e tutte, anche le pili giovani, hanno l'aspetto di
antichissime vecchie, cosi avvizzito hanno il viso, cosi rugosa la fronte, cosi rade
e scolorite le arruffate chiome.

Quel che piti meraviglia di quel fetido vicolo, tra quell’orrida popolazione di
nane, e la bellezza degli uomini: che sono alti, nerissimi di occhi e di capelli, e
hanno gesti lenti e nobili, la voce chiara e sonora.*” (32)

4 “The Pendino is a dismal allay. It owes its character not so much to its narrowness, carved out as it is
between the high, mildewed walls of ancient, sordid houses, or to the eternal darkness that reigns within it
even on sunny days, as to the strangeness of its inhabitants” (21).

4 “In point of fact, the Pendino di Santa Barbara is famous for the many female dwarfs who reside in it.
They are so small that they barely come up to the knee of a man of average height. Repulsive and wrinkled,
they are among the ugliest of their kind in the world. ... But the female dwarfs of the Pendino ... frightful
creatures. All of them, even the youngest, look like very old women, so wizened are their faces, so creased
their foreheads, so thin and faded their disheveled locks. The most astounding thing about that noisome
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The description, initially bestowed with a general value (as in a guidebook)
through the use of the present tense, starts to shift toward the grotesque, which
implicitly reintroduces a personal, imaginative point of view that progressively loses
any claim to objectivity. Immediately after, this structural contrast is replicated at the
level of the content by the sudden introduction of a counter-image through which the
“horrible population” is offset by the introduction of the handsome men. We start to see
how the mimetic flow of the narration gets continuously interrupted by such
unexpected twists at the formal and content level. To understand its ideological effect,
however, the way in which the shock-experience is time and again structured inside the
discourse, we need to look at the overall value-system on which the book is built. A few
lines later, when the narrator starts to talk about the sexual encounters of these women
(who, like pretty much everybody else in Naples at the time, according to Malaparte,
also engaged in prostitution) with the American soldiers, the adjectives “handsome” and
“tall” are used to describe the men. This reveals how the surprising coexistence in the
alley of a “horrible” population of women with a “race” of handsome and tall men was
really an anticipation of one of the key motifs of the book, the contrast between the

monstrous bodily and moral presence of the Italian vanquished with the beauty and

alley, with its horrible population of dwarf women, is the handsomeness of the men, who are tall and have
very dark eyes and hair, leisurely, noble gestures, and clear, resonant voices” (22).
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gentleness of the conquerors/liberators: albeit an opposition that the narrative
mechanism continuously blurs, sometimes trying to undo it by showing an invincible
attraction and even a conflation of the two, other times reshaping it as an internal
fracture in the collective body of the Italian people, thanks to which the “sickness” can
be circumscribed and at least in part quarantined. Yet, as the figure of contrast in this
episode first anticipates the painful (for the narrator) awareness of the abyssal difference
between vanquished body and triumphant body, and emotional anxiety opens up like a
sudden gap, the grotesque imagery intensifies, thus dissolving the initial promise of the
recollection of a “realist,” habitual event (the imperfetto) coupled with the impersonal
“place description” (the present tense):

Stanno quelle nane tutto il giorno sedute sulla soglia dei ‘bassi’, 0 accoccolate sui
minuscoli sgabelli di fianco alle porte delle loro tane, gracidando fra loro con
voce di rana. La loro brevita sembra enorme, in confronto con i mobili che
popolano i loro oscuri antri: canterani, cassettoni, armadi immensi, letti che
paiono giacigli di giganti. ... La fronte di quelle nane e scavata dalle stesse
profonde rughe che solcano la fronte delle orribili vecchie di Goya.*® (32-33 My
emphasis).

48 “These dwarf women spend the whole day sitting on the doorsteps of the bassi or squatting on tiny stools
at the entrances to their lairs, croaking to one another in froglike voices. Their shortness of stature seems
prodigious against the background of the furniture that fills their dark caverns — chests of drawers, vast
cupboards, beds that look like giants’ couches. ... The foreheads of these female dwarfs are scored with the
same deep wrinkles as furrow the foreheads of the horrible women portrayed by Goya” (22). For
Malaparte’s continuous use of pictorial references see Elisa Martinez Garrido’s essay, in particular p. 1149. A
few lines later, the women will be compared to “little monsters in the paintings of Brueghel or Bosch” (23).
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The grotesque climax achieves a theriomorphic dimension and, carried out by
assonance (nana, tana, rana), transforms the women into croaking frogs inhabiting “dark
caverns,” an expression repeated a few lines later, so as to stress the beastly dimension.*
Then a sudden disconnection in this grotesque depiction brings the reader back to an
“urban” descriptive tone (keeping the present tense), as if nothing special happened and
the narrator had never stopped explaining the beauties and curiosities of this mysterious
city: “I taralli sono ciambelline di pasta dolce. E il forno che, a meta della gradinata del
Pendino, sforna ad ogni ora i taralli odorosi e croccanti, € famoso in tutta Napoli”* (33).
It does not last, however, and the women suddenly appear to claim the taralli that they
will sell, and a new transformation tarnishes the surface of the description:

le nane accorrono tendendo le piccole mani, scure, grinzose come mani di
scimmia, gridando forte con le loro vocine rauche, afferrano i delicati taralli ... e
si spargono arrancando per il vicolo a deporre i taralli entro vassoi di ottone
lucente, poi siedono sulla soglia dei loro tugurii ... e una forse e giovane ... e
sembra un grosso ragno che sporga la testa pelosa da una crepa del muro.>* (33)

4 The representation of the underclass through beastly features is firmly established in Italian narrative
since the 19" century.

5 “Taralli are little cakes made of sweet pastry; and the bakery halfway up the steps of the Pendino, from
which at all hours of the day there emanates the appetizing smell of fresh, crisp taralli, is famous throughout
Naples” (22).

51 “The dwarf women run up, stretching out their little hands, which are as dark and wrinkled as the hands
of monkeys. Uttering loud cries in their raucous little voices they size the dainty taralli, ... hobble rapidly to
different parts of the alley, and deposit the taralli on shining brass trays. Then they sit on the doorsteps of
their hovels ... and one, a young one perhaps, ... looks like a great spider poking its hairy head out of a
crack in the wall” (23).
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The women are now monkeys, then insects or birds (the use of the verb
“deporre” could refer to both), then a new transformation is completed and a spider
appears. The grotesque exercise lasts well into the following paragraph, when a sudden
twist bends again the descriptive scene toward the narration of a punctual event,
unexpectedly characterized as a single event exceeding the “habitual” dimension (linked
to the use of the imperfect) by which it had started: “e un giorno una ne vedemmo, Jack
ed io, seduta sulla soglia di un antro con un cane malato in braccio. In quell grembo, fra
quelle braccine, il cane pareva un gigantesco animale, una mostruosa belva”®? (33). The
use of the passato remoto (past tense), abrupt and isolated in a chapter that rarely reverts
to it, works here as an aorist, carving out the image from its context, creating a peak of
intensity, a new gap of anxiety interrupting the story. As usual in Malaparte, the
emotional overflow needs to be ideologically compensated. This comes in the form of a
new contrastive image: the woman now holds in her arms not a tall, handsome man, but
a sick dog, who against her small body seems to grow into a gigantic beast. The image of
the conqueror/liberator has been overflown by the bodily presence of the vanquished,
and has fallen back from human to animal, also losing health. When another woman

arrives and helps her companion bring the animal inside the house, the transported

52 “and one day Jack and I saw one of them sitting on the threshold of a cavern with a sick dog in her arms.
As it lay on her lap, in her tiny arms, it seemed a gigantic animal, a monstrous wild beast” (23).
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body is even compared to a “wounded dinosaur” — the backward spiral also works a
rebours in evolution.® The instability of the historical condition of the “superior” men
now ruling over Naples is here obscurely suggested by the porosity of bodily conditions,
which functions as a compensatory fantasy (for the humiliated vanquished), but also as
a sort of moral admonition, not differently than the allegories proposed by the Triumphs
of Death did, or, even better, the demonic presence of the small beastly figures painted by
Bosch and Brueghel (explicitly cited by the author a few lines before). Yet the narrative
drive carried by the passato remoto explodes like an isolated gunshot and is immediately
followed by the silence of a timeless, motionless (storiless) present. If the passato remoto
as narrative tense seems to bring back on the scene, for a moment, the eventfulness of
history, or at least an expectation of the future and change, it also sharpens, by contrast,
the heaviness of the present tense as the temporal dimension of the catastrophe without
history. As the dimension of possibility closes, a new disturbing figure is introduced: “...
e i pianti degli orrendi bambini, minuscoli e grinzosi come vecchie bambole, sembrano

miagolii di gattino morente.”>* (34) The presence of children, first as inanimate objects,

5 The image of the woman holding the wounded dog in her arms also works as a grotesque piefa. Animals
in general are Christological symbols throughout Kaputt (see Baldasso, 289), but in La pelle the dog in
particular becomes the figure of Christ, as the death of the author’s dog Febo is narrated with very clear
references to a Christian redemptive sacrifice (“The dog Febo in La pelle is an explicit Christological
representation, consistent with the seminal position animals hold in Kaputt,” Baldasso, 291). The redemptive
value of the image increases the power of moral admonition bestowed on the scene.
54 “ .. and the wails of the dreadful children, who are tiny and wrinkled, like old dolls, resemble the
mewling of a dying kitten.” (23)
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then as dying kittens, immediately suggests that the “caverns” where the women live
are also places where sexual activity takes place, thus highlighting a new threat of
contamination through mating and reproduction. Not by chance, the emergence of such
a possibility provokes a new outbreak of anxiety, which gets translated, at the formal
level, into the inelegant (for the literary tone usually employed by the narrator) use of
the indicative mode in a hypothetical period suggesting an imaginary possibility, which
is moreover supported by a delirious imagination, where children are mutated into
horrible cockroaches on which one risks stepping: “Se entri in uno di quei tuguri, vedi
trascinarsi sul pavimento, nella fetida penombra, quei grossi scarafaggi dalla testa
enorme, e devi stare attento a non schiacciarli sotto la suola delle scarpe.”®® This is the
peak of the climax, and not surprisingly the cockroach is the final transformation of this
grotesque metamorphosis: is it not one of the insects most commonly used to
metaphorically designate the vanquished, the most miserable categories of humans?%
Here the author is also playing with the instinctive disgust that he imagines is felt by his
American companions, and he is sadistically sharing in it, but also, at the same time,

through the juxtaposition of cockroaches and harmless children — who he has just

5 “If you enter one of these hovels you see, in the fetid half-light, those great spiders with enormous heads
dragging themselves across the floor, and you have to take care not to crush them beneath the soles of your
shoes” (23).

% Not by chance, the peak of anxiety overflowing this figure pushes the English translator to the lapsus of
translating “scarafaggio” as “spider,” thus simply going back to the previous degree of abomination.
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compared to kittens — he is also playing again with their feeling of guilt, subtly turning
the whole figure into a moral admonition. This is confirmed by what follows, the
evocation of the “bestial” mating of American soldiers with the women of the alley. Yet
a new element is here introduced (which was already present in previous fragments of
the chapter), that is, the racial anxiety®” provoked by the presence, among the Americans,
of black soldiers:

Talvolta vedevamo alcune di quelle nane salire gli scalini del Pendino,
conducendo per un lembo dei calzoni giganteschi soldati americani, bianchi o
neri, dagli occhi imbambolati, e spingerli dentro le loro tane. (I bianchi, grazie a
Dio, erano ubbriachi). Io fremevo, immaginando gli strani accoppiamenti di
quegli uomini enormi con quei mostriciattoli, sopra quegli alti, immensi letti.’
(34).

First, it needs to be noted that the narrating voice is here returning to the
imperfect tense employed only at the beginning of the episode, thus suggesting that it
was exactly this, the sexual encounter, the “narrative content” to which it pointed.
However, this sexual encounter with the liberators, which should work as a sort of

compensatory fantasy for the anxiety generated by the culmination of the degradation of

5 In her essay “Sleights of Hand: Black Fingers and Curzio Malaparte’s La pelle” Marisa Escolar analyses the
intricacies of coping with racial ideology in the novel: “narrative and critical sleights of hand suggest an
anxiety about the presence of foreign bodies in Italy and, at the same time, indicate the difficulty of
narrating” (Escolar 2012, 16).

% “QOccasionally we saw some of these dwarf women climbing the steps of the Pendino in the company of
gigantic American soldiers, white or colored, with moist, shining eyes. Tugging them along by the trouser
legs they would push them into their lairs. (The white soldiers, thank God, were always drunk.) I shuddered
when I visualized the strange unions of those enormous men and those little monsters, on those high, vast
beds.” (24).
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the body of the vanquished and which has, through several metamorphosis, settled into
the disgusting shape of the cockroach, introduces a further complication as the narrator
“thanks god” for the fact that the white soldiers, unlike the black ones, were drunk. In
other words, it seems to offer a possibility of salvation to the white soldiers (their fusion
with the “little monsters” is not complete and final because it is perpetrated in
unconsciousness), requiring in exchange the possibility to find a way to access their
proximity, to share their same kind in contrast with a different race that goes on to
occupy the position of maximum degradation. It does not come as a surprise that a racial
imagination is employed, throughout the novel, to make room for a further degree in the
intensity scale of human worth, thanks to which the Italian vanquished could be spared
from occupying the lowest position. However, the way the narrator addresses the
presence of American black soldiers and North African French troops also shows that
precisely by being put, as a vanquished enemy, in a position of material otherness and
inferiority, opened up the possibility of understanding the material foundation of any
racist ideology. Yet this possibility proved to be a further source of anxiety, as it
demonstrated that the supposedly intrinsic value of being white could be easily
withheld from a vanquished people: not by chance, Malaparte immediately seems to
overturn it with a paradox (besides the grotesque imagery, this is the other tool he uses

for this task, as we will see). In the seventh chapter of the book, as he plays the role of
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the central attraction at the banquet offered by General Cork (the general commander of
the fifth army, Mark W. Clark), he ends one of his provocations by claiming: “per i
popoli vinti tutti i vincitori sono uomini di colore”* (219). This is a surprising
affirmation, because, on the one hand, it demonstrates a comprehension of the
materialist dynamic of race, which can shift with the political position of a people; yet on
the other hand it is a clear inversion of what is actually true. It is a truth that had creeped
its way into the episode of the visit at the Pendino® at the beginning, as the
compensatory image of the tall, handsome Neapolitan men paradoxically inhabiting the
alley together with the horrible women, in which the vanquished seemed for an instant
to share the same nature as their conquerors, were characterized as “nerissimi di occhi e
di capelli” (“with very dark eyes and hairs”): the “nerissimi,” by suggesting the utopic
possibility of a kind of blackness that could be perceived as worthy and fascinating,
seems to anticipate the anxiety at the inescapable racial degradation that the whole
passage tries to deny.

The several disconnections at work in this episode function, as we have seen, as

interruptions of the mimetic flow of the writing/reading experience caused by peaks of

% “To conquered people, all conquerors are men of color” (215).

6 That this place would ultimately prove to be a sinister stage for the display of the doom of the vanquished
body was also suggested by the assonance implicit in the name, that resonates with the French “pendu,”
(the use of the French language is ubiquitous in the novel).
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anxiety produced by the contact with the bodily dimension of the conquered; at the
same time, they are employed as a distancing devise, in which multiple layers of
ideological figuration redouble the narrative discourse proposing compensatory
solutions. This whole mechanism is confirmed by the conclusion of the episode, which,
as it often happens in this novel, ends with a dialogue whose role inside the narrative
structure is highly ambiguous. After the problematic confession of “shuddering” at the
imagination of the “strange unions” happening in the “caverns,” the narrator abruptly
adds: “E dicevo a Jimmy Wren: ‘mi fa piacere vedere che quelle nanerottole e quei vostri
bei soldati si vogliono bene. Non fa piacere anche a te, Jimmy?” ‘Naturalmente, fa
piacere anche a me’ rispondeva Jimmy masticando rabbiosamente il suo chewing-
gum.”®! (34) He once again uses the imperfetto (“e dicevo”: “I would say”), as in the
previous paragraph, when the three men are shown in the habitual situation of
witnessing American soldiers entering the bassi with the women of the Pendino. Yet the
use of the imperfetto for a specific dialogue is problematic, because it immediately denies
the realistic illusion generated, in theory, by the use of the “related discourse” (the direct
discourse). In other words, what the narrator here says to Jimmy to tease him, and what

Jimmy responds, is given and at the same time denied as actual spoken discourse, as the

61 “And I would say to Jimmy Wren: ‘I am glad to see that those little dwarfs and your handsome soldiers
like each other. Aren’t you glad too, Jimmy?’ ‘Of course I'm glad too,” Jimmy would answer, furiously
chewing his gum.” (24)
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habitual situation (“I would say”) in which they are inserted surreptitiously
characterizes them as a sort of exemplification of the “usual” kind of dialogue that used
to happen between the three men in this situation. This, again, fractures the mimesis and
interrupts the empathic adherence to the episode, introducing a layer of critical
discourse in the split between the imagination of a bodily event and the narrative flow
that should theoretically relate it like a transparent veil. The experience of the narrator,
as that of the reader, is impeded in its connection with the expected mimesis. As this
represents a first level of interruption that is “automatically” generated by its contact
with the expérience-limite, a second one is immediately handed down to the reader, at the
level of the content, and this time is the case of a conscious, manipulative ideological
twist, produced by the narrator in similar situations in the form of the “paradox.” The
paradoxical provocation, usually addressed to one of the conquerors/liberators, seems to
aim at reinforcing the self-absolutory, self-empowering compensatory discourse by
affirming, between the lines, a superior dialectical ability. It is, however, more than this:
the paradoxical boutade suggests a deeper understanding of the complexity of the world
(the Americans being implicitly dismissed as too naive), but also a superior intellectual
worth of the narrator, who thus also differentiates himself from the mass of the
worthless vanquished. A fraction of self-pity is clearly also evident, a pathetic display of

suffering, but a certain kind of “philosophical” suffering able to go beyond the limits of
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the personal situation, in other words to selflessly receive the sorrow of a whole people
and ultimately of all humans (not by chance there is a ubiquitous Christ-like fantasy):

‘Credi che si sposeranno?’ dicevo.

‘Perché no?’ rispondeva Jimmy.

‘Jimmy & un bravo ragazzo’ diceva Jack ‘ma non bisogna provocarlo. Piglia
subito fuoco.’

Anch’io sono un bravo ragazzo’ dicevo ‘e mi fa piacere pensare che siete venuti
voi dall’America a migliorare la razza italiana. Senza di voi, quelle povere nane
sarebbero rimaste zitelle. Da soli, noialtri poveri italiani non ce 'avremmo fatta.
Meno male che siete venuti voi dall’ America a sposarvi le nostre nane.’

‘Sarai certamente invitato al pranzo nuziale” diceva Jack ‘tu pourras prononcer
un disocurs magnifique.” ...

‘Siete troppo alti’ dicevo ‘troppo belli. E immorale che vi sia al mondo una razza
d’uomini cosi altri, cosi belli, cosi sani. Mi farebbe piacere che tutti i Soldati
americani si sposassero con quelle nanerottole. Quelle Italian brides avrebbero un
enorme successo in America. La civilta Americana ha bisogno di aver le gambe
corte.

“The hell with you” diceva Jimmy sputando per terra. ...

Mi faceva male ridere cosi. Ma sarei stato felice, veramente felice, se tutti i soldati
americani fossero un giorno tornati in America a braccetto con tutte le
nanerottole di Napoli, d'Italia, e d’"Europa.s? (34-35)

This final fade-out of the episode on an universal reconciliation of all Europe

with its American liberators represents a favorite rhetorical device used by Malaparte to

62 “’Do you think they’ll get married?” I would say. “‘Why not?” Jimmy would answer. ‘Jimmy is a nice guy,’
Jack would say, ‘but you mustn’t provoke him. He flares up easily.” ‘I'm a nice guy too,” I would say, ‘and
I'm glad to think that you have come from America to improve the Italian race. But for you those poor
dwarfs would have remained spinsters. By ourselves, we poor Italians couldn’t have done anything about it.
It's a lucky thing that you people have come from America to marry our dwarf women.” “You will certainly
be invited to the wedding breakfast,” Jack would say. “Tu pourras prononcer un discours magnifique.” ...
“You are too tall,” I would say, ‘too handsome. It's immoral that the world should contain a race of men who
are so tall, so handsome and so healthy. I should like all the American soldiers to get married to those little
dwarfs. Those ‘Italian brides” would score a tremendous hit in America. American civilization needs shorter
legs.” “To hell with you,” [In English in the text] Jimmy would say, spitting on the ground. ... It made me sick
at heart to laugh in that way” (24-25).
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generate what can be defined as an ideological compensation of an emotional peak. Not
by chance, we find a similar mechanism in many of the dialogues in the novel. In these
cases, when the disconnection is not provoked, as in the case we have examined, by an
odd use of the verb tense, it is nevertheless obtained in other ways, the most common
being the transformation of the dialogue into a sort of Socratic, philosophical exchange
in which any “realistic” connection with the rest of the episode is lost, and the whole
piece appears to be a sort of philosophical rumination on a distant narrative matter:
“’Non c’e bonta’ disse Jack ‘non c’e Misericordia, in questa meravigliosa natura.” ‘E una
natura malvagia’ dissi “ci odia, e la nostra nemica. Odia gli uomini.” “Elle aime nous voir
souffrir’ disse Jack a voce bassa. “Ci fissa con i suoi occhi freddi, pieni di gelido odio e di
disprezzo. ... odia gli uomini perché soffrono.” ‘E gelosa delle sofferenze degli uomini.’
Dissi.”®® (42) It is evident that the narrator cannot give up conducting the exchange,
guiding Jack to the discovery of a truth that is already present inside of him, yet covered

by the mass of naive and optimistic American thoughts® that are finally dissipated by

63 ““there is no kindness,” said Jack, ‘no compassion in this marvelous Nature.” ‘It is malignant,” I said. ‘It
hates us, it is our enemy. It hates men.” “Elle aime nous voir souffrir,’ said Jack in a low voice. ‘It stares at us
with cold eyes, full of frozen hatred and contempt. ... It hates men because they suffer.” ‘It is jealous of
men’s sufferings,” I said” (32).

64 Some lines later he will add: “La vostra particolare umanita Americana, qui, si rivela scoperta, senza
difesa, pericolosamente vulnerabile. Non siete che dei grandi ragazzi, Jack. Non potete capire Napoli, non
capirete mai Napoli.” (45). “Here, your particular American brand of humanity stands revealed in all its
nakedness — defenseless, dangerously vulnerable. You are only big boys, Jack. You cannot understand
Naples, you will never understand Naples” (35).
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the usual paradoxical force of the argument that nature envies human sufferings. It is an
argument that violently overcomes the simple conception of nature as indifferent to
human sorrow, and even the idea of a simply malevolent nature (yet in a way there is an
ideological coherence, as Nature outside of the human dimension is deprived of the
most human feeling, the capacity to feel the sorrow not only in one self, but also in
others, through compassion: the Christ-like quality the author claims as redemption).
There are several passages that demonstrate the importance of the paradoxical
distancing from the narrative matter, which puts a halt to the narrative flow, not only in
dialogue, but also in other contexts like reflections, observations, and descriptions,
sometimes creating weird allegorical scenes:

Anche le bandiere italiane sono gloriose. Se fossero senza Gloria, che gusto
avremmo trovato a buttarle nel fango? ... Tutti, uomini, donne, bambini,
parevano ubbriachi di gioia, tutti battevan le mani gridando: ‘bis! Bravi! Bis!’, e
noi stanchi, sudati, trafelati, gli occhi scintillanti di virile orgoglio, il viso
illuminato da patriottica fierezza, buttavano eroicamente le armi e le bandiere ai
piedi dei vincitori e dei vinti, e subito correvamo a raccoglierle per buttarle
nuovamente nel fango.® (61-63)

La pelle reverts to dozens of similar paradoxical affirmations and apologues,

which in Kaputt had been used especially to solve an ideological contradiction in the

65 “The Italian flags are glorious too. If they were not, what pleasure should we have derived from throwing
them in the mud? ... All - men, women and children — seemed drunk with joy, all clapped their hands,
crying: ‘Encore! Well done! Encore!” and we, weary, perspiring, breathless, our eyes sparkling with much
pride, our faces alight with patriotic fervor, heroically threw our arms and flags at the feet of the victors and
vanquished, and immediately ran to pick them up so that we could throw them in the mud once more” (52-
54).
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political position of the narrator, who desperately needed to open up a space of
innocence for himself. In La pelle, it is rather the need to offer a rhetorical relief for a peak
of anxiety generated by the emergence of inacceptable content (in the previous case, it is
shame for the military defeat and for the humiliating position into which Italy had been
placed). We could consider such “paradoxical discursivity” as one pole of the solution
for a disconnection in the mimetic flow: at the opposite side stands another device
extremely frequent in the novel, that is, the lyrical description of nature. The kind of
sublime evoked by the observation of the distant, cruel, terrible physical presence of the
world surely works as another way to channel the peaks of emotional intensity. If, as
noted by Covino, in these passages the influence of D’Annunzio is especially strong, it is
evident that the other main model is Leopardi, because the entire composition of the
book is ultimately founded on three elements that characterize Leopardi’s last poems
and meditations: the city of Naples, the plague (that was the cholera for Leopardi), and
the eruption of Vesuvius (with the subsequent meditation on nature and the human
condition). What is important to note, though, is how lyrical descriptions are bent by the
author to serve the specific “‘economic” exigence of his prose. At the end of the first
chapter he and Jack linger at the parapet of the Scesa del Gigante observing the
landscape with Vesuvius and the coast of Sorrento on the other side of the gulf: “Era il

tramonto, e il mare prendeva a poco a poco il colore del vino, che ¢ il colore del mare in
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Omero. Ma laggit, fra Sorrento e Capri, le acque e le alte rive scosce e i monti e le ombre
dei monti si accendevano lentamente di un vivo color di corallo .... La scogliera di
Sorrento, folta di Giardini d’agrumi, sorgeva, lontana, dal mare, come una dura gengiva
di marmo verde: che il sole morente feriva ...”% (41). The use of the imperfetto is here
perfectly in tune with the lyrical atmosphere also enriched by the syntactical pace (and
the use of polysyndeton in particular).®” Yet, at the level of the content, something
immediately disturbs the lyrical texture, as a simile breaks the “indifference” of natural
appearance by introducing a human element, as the cliffs of Sorrento are compared to
gums wounded by the sun’s arrows. A second human (or at least animal) simile then
appears: “Simile a un osso antico, scarnito e levigato dalla pioggia e dal vento, stava il
Vesuvio solitario e nudo nell'immenso cielo senza nubi”® (41). Then a break happens
also at the formal level: “finché la luna ruppe 'orlo del cratere come un guscio d"uovo, e
si levo chiara ed estatica, meravigliosamente remota, nell’azzurro abisso della sera”®

(41). In the same way it had happened for the episode of the visit to the Pendino, here

6 “The sun was setting, and little by little the sea was turning the color of wine, which is the color of the sea
in Homer. But in the distance, between Sorrento and Capri, the water and the high rugged cliffs, the
mountains and their shadows were slowly taking on a flame-bright coral hue ... Far away the barrier of
Sorrento, thick with orchards, rose from the sea like a hard slab [“gums” in the original] of green marble,
which the sun, as it sank below the farther horizon, smote with its weary” (31).

¢’For Malaparte’s use of paratactic style in lyrical descriptions, see Covino’s essay, pp. 234-239 in particular.
68 “Like an ancient bone, thin and worn smooth by wind and rain, Vesuvius rose, solitary and naked, into
the vast cloudless sky” (31).

6 “Until the moon, like an egg shell, crossed the edge of the crater, and rose clear and ecstatic, marvelously
remote, into the blue abyss of the evening” (31-32).
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too a “passato remoto” suddenly appears to disrupt the lyrical uniformity of the
landscape (already disturbed by the appearance of a human/animal element). This is a
fairly common technique in lyrical descriptions, yet its occurrence, here, only a few
pages after the episode we previously analyzed, in a context where this kind of
interruption of the flow is obsessively repeated and properly constitutes the “experience”
of reading, bestows it with a distinctive role of destroying the illusion of resting from the
fatigue produced by a an emotionaly hyper-charged chapter and reopens the critical
dimension. Immediately after, the imperfetto returns, and a proper human element enters
the stage: “ragazzi cenciosi, seduti sul parapetto di pietra a picco sul mare, cantavano
volgendo gli occhi in alto, la testa lievemente inclinata sulla spalla. Avevano il viso
pallido e scarno, gli occhi acciecati dalla fame. Cantavano come cantano i ciechi, col viso
riverso, gli occhi rivolti al cielo”” (41). Having mentioned Homer at the beginning of the
description, the text immediately gives the kids in rags, “blinded by hunger,” a sort of
symbolic halo, as if they were the figure of poetry itself, in its contact with the bodily
dimension: yet paradoxically the body seems to be able to access poetry only in its
mutilation (the eyes that look at the sky are “as if blind”). This idea is immediately

developed in what follows: “la fame umana ha una voce meravigliosamente dolce e

70 “Ragged boys, seated on the stone parapet which rose sheer from the sea, sang with their eyes turned to
the sky, their heads tilted slightly on to their shoulders. Their faces were pale and thin, their eyes blinded by
hunger. They sang as the blind sing, their faces uplifted, their eyes fixed upon the heavens” (32).
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pura. Non v’é nulla di umano nella voce della fame. E una voce che nasce da una zona
misteriosa della natura dell'uomo, dove ha radice quel senso profondo della vita che ¢ la
vita stessa, la nostra vita pil1 segreta e pitt vera””! (41-42). First we need to note here,
again, that the verbal tense shifts from the imperfetto to the present, similar to the
previous episode, and thus the already tenuous mimetic consistence of the piece is
destroyed by the essayistic tone of the discourse, which abandons the narrative
consistence of the scene to assert a universal truth, thus interrupting the emotional
intensity provoked by the appearance of the poor starved kids. A similar turn happens
at the content level, as the usual paradox channels and resolves the tension: human
hunger has a wonderful sweet voice, yet there is nothing human in it, which means that
human hunger is inhuman: hunger is somehow a hybrid element, human but at the
same time foreign to human nature, a break between the human and its own nature, as if
“nature” would hesitate on the threshold of the human and leave a trace of such a
moment in the impossibility of defining the mental/bodily state represented by hunger.
Hunger itself is here used, no doubt, to signify this overall state of distress of a defeated
people facing its deepest misery. It should not come as a surprise, then, that the narrator

completes this thought with the paradoxical claim that exactly this point of maximum

7t “Human hunger has a wonderfully sweet, pure voice. There is nothing human about the voice of hunger.
It is a voice that arises from a mysterious level of man’s nature, wherein lie the roots of that profound sense
of life which is life itself, our most secret, most intense life” (32).
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distress is where truth and the “secret” of life can be found. This is a compensatory
fantasy, but it also is a way to acknowledge, implicitly, how Malaparte’s own work
functioned as a device able to suspend the otherwise automatic process through which
the expérience-limite would translate in ideologically charged discourse. Indeed, a partial
conclusion to this analysis could be summarized as such: a writing that develops in
permanent contact with the extreme experience from which it originates is continuously
traversed by a double movement. First there are the rhetorical (manifold) interruptions
at the structural level, in which the impersonal intensity disrupts the narrative effort to
recompose an ideologically coherent worldview. Then a second movement, this time
ideologically conscious and manipulative, attempts to recompose the previous tendency
by superimposing on it a layer of allegorical meanings overcharged with self-absolutory,

compensative imagination.

1.2 Anna Maria Ortese’s Il mare non bagna Napoli: Intensity,
interruption, liminal spaces.

“Cost fugge lo scoiattolo dal serpente a sonaglio, finché gli cade
in gola da sé medesimo. Io sono quella che tu fuggi.”

“So flees the squirrel from the rattlesnake, and runs in its haste
deliberately into the mouth of its tormentor. I am that from
which thou fleest.”

Leopardi, Dialogo della Natura e di un Islandese

60



1.2.1 Neapolitan ideology and the “fear of the plebs”

A few lines after his meditation on hunger as an experience belonging to a
“mysterious level of human nature,” Malaparte reflects on the encounter between the
devasted world represented by Naples in those days and his American companion. He
writes: “Aveva creduto di approdare alle rive di un mondo dominato dalla ragione, retto
dalla coscienza umana: e s’era trovato all'improvviso in un paese misterioso, dove non
la ragione, la coscienza, ma oscure forze sotterranee parevano governare gli uomini, e i
fatti della loro vita” (43).”2 This passage left a lasting impression on the other writer at
the center of this chapter, who also experienced Naples in the months immediately after
the end of the war. In the final story of her collection Il mare non bagna Napoli, titled “II
silenzio della ragione” (“The Silence of Reason”), the same “fable-like tone” adopted by
Malaparte will emerge. Malaparte’s main figural elements are discernible here:
personifications of reason and human conscience as entities unable to “dominate” a
world that is instead governed by “obscure subterranean forces;” the characterization of

Naples as a “mysterious land,” on whose shores the American captain “set foot” as an

72 “He had believed he was setting foot in a world dominated by reason and ruled by human conscience;
and he had found himself without warning in a mysterious country, where men and the circumstances that
make up their lives seemed to be governed not by reason and conscience, but by obscure subterranean
forces” (33).
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explorer of the previous century. The same fantastical tone recurs in Ortese’s story:
“Esiste, nelle estreme e piu lucenti terre del Sud, un ministero nascosto per la difesa
della natura dalla ragione; un genio materno, d’illimitata potenza, alla cui cura gelosa e
perpetua e affidato il sonno in cui dormono quelle popolazioni””® (Ortese 1994, 117). The
“mysterious land” is now transfigured as “the regions of the far South where the sun
shines brightest,” and the fantastical tone is amplified by the description of its
inhabitants as a sleeping population, akin to a fairy tale where an entire kingdom has
fallen asleep because of a dark spell. Moreover, Malaparte’s “obscure subterranean
forces” have become, in an almost Kafkaesque turn, a “secret ministry,” then, shifting
toward Leopardi’s imaginative mode in the Operette morali, a “maternal genius of
limitless power” in the service of Nature (we are reminded, especially, of the Dialogue
between Nature and an Icelander). Finally, the choice of the demonstrative adjective
“quelle” (those — omitted in the translation), stresses the impression of a “distance” that
seems to situate those “regions” in a different level of reality than that from which the
narrative voice is speaking.

Despite this “figural” affinity, the two texts work in completely different ways.

In the case of Malaparte, the mythical tone creates a lyrical intensity whose main aim is

73 “In the region of the far South where the sun shines brightest, a secret ministry exists for the defense of
nature from reason: a maternal genius of limitless power to whose perpetual and jealous care the sleeping
populations of the place are entrusted” (Ortese 2018, 122).
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to compensate for the painful reality to which it reacts, reinforcing the ideological
discourse in whose service it was mobilized and according to which such “mysterious
subterranean forces” determine the destiny of southern lands, which thus acquire a
tragic halo that should inspire awe and respect in its vanquishers. On the contrary, in
Ortese’s work, the lyrical intensity of the heightened tone has an opposite task, namely
to preserve the anxiety generated by the emergence of a painful reality, an experience
that was at the core of her literary work and that the war brought to a new level of
clarity.

At the level of content, “Il silenzio della ragione,” like the whole collection Il mare
non bagna Napoli, attempts to oppose the ideological discourse surrounding Naples and
the south, which Malaparte foreshadows with the phrase “mysterious subterranean
forces” and which she calls the “maternal genius of limitless power.” The story’s main
polemical object is the ideological domestication of the south as a sort of permanent
natural disaster whose other (compensatory) side would be its vitality, passion,
sensuality, etc. It begins at a particular time on a particular day (“la sera del 19 giugno ...
presi un tram della linea 3, che percorre tutta la Riviera di Chiaia e termina a

Mergellina,”7* (99)) with a self-diegetic narrator who, after an undefined period of

74 “On the evening of June 19 ... I boarded the #3 tram, which runs along the Riviera di Chiaia to Mergellina”
(101).
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absence from Naples, is traversing the city to visit an old friend and colleague from the
now out-of-print journal “Sud.” Her goal is to seek information about the new wave of
young Neapolitan writers about whom she has been commissioned to write an article.
Luigi Compagnone, the intellectual she will briefly see, soon appears as a ghost, a
shadow of the man he used to be, having renounced his youthful ideals to embrace a
bourgeois life of stability and blindness in the face of the terrible conditions of injustice
and exploitation in which the Neapolitan underclass has been forced to live for
centuries, only worsened by the recent war. After him, all of the other intellectuals she
meets, including Domenico Rea, Franco Grassi, Pasquale Prunas, and Gianni Gaedkens,
appear to have succumbed to the same spell (except Prunas, who seems defeated but not
blinded or corrupted). In the background lies the vision of a city offering a disfigured
landscape, populated by a wretched under-proletariat which in its suffering seems to
have lost its residual humanity. As Ortese did not change the real names of the people
involved” (this was a specific request by Elio Vittorini, who commissioned the book for
his prestigious series I gettoni at Einaudi), the book provoked a decades-long

controversy,’ as it was seen as a form of betrayal by the writer’s former colleagues. It

75 Except for Gianni Gaedkens (Scognamiglio), called by his mother’s surname.

76 “The book’s release in fact triggered bitter, resentful accusations of ‘betrayal;” by some and claims that it
was defamatory, even fascist. Some of the men and women featured in the last chapter took it, to Ortese’s
dismay, as an attack ad hominem. Each new printing caused new protestations. Even its re-release in 1994,
despite the new ‘Introduction’ and “Afterward’ by the author that reaffirmed Ortese’s affection for and
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also elicited wider reactions from the Neapolitan public, which perceived it as an offence
to the city, in a way similar to the outcry provoked three years earlier by Malaparte’s
book.

In order to understand the ideological background against which Ortese’s book
is reacting, it is helpful to unpack the self-apologetic essay titled “Il mare non bagna
Napoli?” written (three decades later) by the Neapolitan writer and journalist Raffaele
La Capria in response to Ortese’s work (he was one of the intellectuals directly
mentioned in it). The essay is included in a collection devoted to Neapolitan “ideology,”
L’armonia perduta. His defensive arguments are weak, scattered, sometimes even
contradictory, and can be placed into two main categories. On the one hand, Ortese
would have exaggerated the negative aspects of Naples’ reality, unable to be objective
because of her exasperated sensibility; he makes his point with misogynistic
assumptions: “... questa popolazione di topi, vista col terrore con cui in genere le donne
vedono in topi””” (La Capria 2014, 399). In this view, her main fault would be her failure

to present any positive “example,” as if the political progressiveness of a work of art

depended on the revelation of a progressive outcome at the level of content (La Capria

indebtedness to the Sud group ... seemed to reopen an emotional wound that had never really healed. The
publication prompted, once again, polemical comments by La Capria and Compagnone — an indication
perhaps that the book had in fact hit the mark and continued to trouble them in a profound way.” (Re 2015,
52). See also Clerici’s chapter devoted to the release of the book (Clerici 2002, 222-78).

77“_..this population of mice, seen with the terror with which women usually see mice.”

65



2014, 395). On the other hand, Ortese would have measured his failure (and that of the
other intellectuals mentioned in Ortese’s book) against an unrealistic dream of changing
political and social realities through intellectual commitment. However, as he is unable
to hide the importance Ortese’s work had for his own book about Naples — L’armonia
perduta could be even read as a series of footnotes to Il mare — La Capria develops several
ideas that prove to be helpful for understanding the mechanisms of Ortese’s work,
which I will examine in this section. The first is a consideration of the core object of II

mare non bagna Napoli:

Stiamo invece attenti a cogliere la Cosa Nascosta che si agita perennemente nel
fondo di questo libro, con un sordo continuo rumore ‘pari al fruscio della risacca
sulla rena, dopo 'uragano.” Questa cosa e ancora e sempre la paura della plebe
che si riproduce, e qui riappare, come ‘condizione di insicurezza ontologica,” cioé
come rischio di perdere il proprio io ... La paura ereditaria della piccola
borghesia napoletana di essere coinvolta, stravolta, sommersa dalla marea
plebea. (La Capria 2014, 398-99).78

The exact nature of the “hidden thing” La Capria mentions is not immediately
intelligible. It is not simply a generic petty bourgeois fear of the possibility of being
“declassed” and absorbed into the proletariat or even the “plebs” (nor is it the vague

psychoanalytical anxiety at which he hints — “to lose one’s own ego”), but rather a more

78 “Let us be careful to seize the Hidden Thing ceaselessly squirming at the bottom of this book, with a deaf
noise ‘similar to the rustle of the backwash on the shore, after the hurricane.” This thing is again and always
the fear of the plebs that is once more generated, and here resurfaces, as a ‘condition of ontological
insecurity,” that is, as the risk of losing one’s own ego ... the hereditary fear felt by the Neapolitan petty
bourgeoisie for the eventuality of being involved, perverted, submerged by the tide of the plebs.”
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concrete and historically determined situation, one that he went on to explore in the
essay “La paura della plebe” (“The Fear of the Plebs”), which follows the one devoted to
Ortese. In that essay, he largely follows and quotes a book by historian Atanasio
Mozzillo, titled La sirena inquietante (The Disquieting Siren, 1983), in order to analyze the
unique nature of the Neapolitan underclass. He traces its historical origins to the policies
implemented by the Spanish administration during the 17" and 18t centuries, which
created a monstrum that was unparalleled in the Europe at the time and that proved to
be an unsolvable problem throughout the following centuries and changes in political
sovereignty. The explosion of demographic pressure in Naples has been summarized as
follows by Mozzillo, in particular with reference to the years 1663 and 1665 (a period of
famine and plague, respectively):

Carestia e contagio non furono certo accidenti imprevedibili e improvvisi, bensi
sbocchi inevitabili di un processo che gia da qualche tempo andava minando le
strutture economiche del Reame. Sono ormai decenni che la spinta demografica
caratterizza negativamente lo sviluppo di una capitale che si avvia a diventare la
testa mostruosa di un organismo gracile e malato. ... Nel 1742 Napoli tocca i
trecentomila abitanti; nel 1734 ne aveva 260.000, nel 1797 sfiorera i 440.000; il
processo di inurbamento ... si sviluppa a ritmi sempre piu serrati; e se nei primi
anni del Settecento il fenomeno e legato alla incipiente disgregazione del sistema
feudale ... la sua crescita “‘mostruosa’ sembra condizionata dall’affermarsi nelle
province di forze autonome che tentano di sostituirsi al baronaggio, imponendo
alle campagne obiettivi decisamente mercantilistici; di conseguenza [si
verificano] situazioni di rottura e di squilibrio nei rapporti di produzione e
aggravarsi delle gia esose forme di sfruttamento nei confronti dei ceti pit1 poveri.
... Nei mesi precedenti “I'anno della fame,” il terribile ‘64, I'esodo diviene
ancora pitt massiccio, incontrollato e incontrollabile. ... Entrano nella citta orde
di contadini famelici ... Una turba di straccioni che viene via via ingrossandosi
sino a raggiungere in pochi mesi i quarantamila individui, i quali vengono
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peraltro come dimenticati, confusi nella gia immensa folla di mendicanti.”
(Mozzillo 1983, 18-20).

Mozzillo quotes accounts and letters by travelers from northern Europe who
visited Naples in the eighteenth century, thus providing an idea of what must have been
the disconcerting impression made by the Neapolitan reality on foreigners. What
emerges is the picture of “una entita urbanistica abnorme e persino mostruosa, un
unicum nell’Europa di allora, terra di conquista o colonia, in cui neanche ci si preoccupa
di catechizzare o vestire gli indigeni pitt miserabili, preferendo servirsene come massa di
manovra contro le pretese dei ceti piu ritrosi all’'obbedienza”® (Mozzillo 1983, 10);

“...tana sterminata dove uomini e animali si contendono il cibo e la stessa aria, dove le

79 “Famine and contagion surely were not unforeseeable and unforeseen accidents, but unavoidable
outcomes of a process that for some time had been undermining the economic structures of the Kingdom. It
now has been decades since the demographic pressure has negatively characterized the development of a
capital that is about to become the monstrous head of a gracile and sick body. ... In 1742 Naples reached
three hundred thousand inhabitants; in 1734 it had 260,000, in 1797 it will reach 440,000. The process of
urbanization ... develops at ever tighter rates; and if in the early eighteenth century the phenomenon is
linked to the incipient disintegration of the feudal system ... its ‘monstrous’” growth seems conditioned by
the affirmation in the provinces of autonomous forces that attempt to replace the baronage, imposing on the
campaigns mercantilist objectives; consequently, situations of ruptures and disequilibrium in the production
relations occur, together with the worsening of the already exaggerated forms of exploitation of the poorer
classes. ... In the months preceding ‘the year of hunger,” the terrible '64, the exodus becomes even more
massive, uncontrolled and uncontrollable. ... hordes of famished peasants enter the city ... A mob of derelicts
that gradually grows bigger until they are forty thousand in a few months, and who are, moreover, as
forgotten, confused in the already immense crowd of the beggars.”

8 “an abnormal and even monstrous urban entity, a unicum in Europe of the time, a land of conquest or
colony, where one does not even bother to dress or catechize the most miserable natives, preferring, rather,
to utilize them as a mass tool to maneuver against the claims of social classes recalcitrant to obedience.”
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strade sembrano costringere e incanalare una frenetica umanita verso chissa quali
impensabili esiti”#! (10).

The contact with the aggressive mass of the urban poor represented a higher
threat and a source of anxiety especially for the lower strata of the bourgeoise, who were
weaker and deprived of the protections enjoyed by the upper classes. Indeed, this
particular class had been the first victim of the popular fury that erupted in specific
moments of crisis: the so-called “revolt of Masaniello” in 1647 and the bloody
suppression of the Neapolitan republic in 1799, when the underclass had turned against
the revolutionary bourgeoisie and committed massacres and looting of unprecedented
proportions. According to La Capria, the memory of such traumatic events, together
with the unsettling presence of the crowd of the poor, which suddenly becomes more
visible in the most difficult moments,®? produced, as a compensatory reaction, a specific
ideology, which, over the centuries, became the peculiar Neapolitan ideology: the

“napoletanita.” While he is not the first person to analyze this ideology, his specific idea

81 “_..this endless lair where humans and animals compete for food and even air, where the streets seem to
force and channel a frenetic humanity towards who knows what unthinkable outcomes.”

82 “’Eruzioni pestilenze e carestie sono i momenti in cui questa citta ‘altra,” lontana dai miti dorati e nascosta
al sole, lacera il sipario della felicita convenzionale e irrompe sulla scena a recare il suo dramma antico e
perenne’” quoted in La Capria, 404. “Eruptions, pestilences and famines are the moments when this ‘other’
city, far from the golden myths and hidden from the sun, tears the curtain of conventional happiness and
breaks onto the scene to bring in its ancient and perennial drama.”
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is that it was produced, in particular, as a compensation for an open “wound” that never
healed until the present day, as a result of the events of 1799:

Nel 1799 accade qualcosa di irreparabile: la Guerra Civile — atroce — e
quell'immagine ¢ attraversata da una lacerazione che la sfigura. La
“napoletanita” nasce per ricomporla. Nasce dopo il genocidio della borghesia
illuminista che lascia la piccola borghesia sola di fronte alla plebe sterminata,
ancora ribollente di furore e desiderio di rapina. Nasce come reazione della piccola
borghesia alla paura della plebe.8? (La Capria 2014, 436, my emphasis.).

According to La Capria, this ideology was not only a device used to domesticate
an intimate fear, but also a tool to domesticate the class of plebs, providing it with a self-
image in which its most unsettling features where blurred by the well-known positive
side of the antinomy governing the traditional “orientalist” perception of the southern
populations — that is, again, vitality, passion,® sensuality, and so on. He defines the
effects of the “napoletanita” as a work of seduction: “quell’opera di seduzione, per cosi
dire, della borghesia napoletana tendente a trasformare la barbarie istintiva di questa
parte della popolazione in qualcosa di pil sottile e meno pericoloso, che s’identifica con

quel fondo di sentimenti comune ad ogni napoletano, e percio stesso abolisce ogni

8 “In 1799 something irreparable happens: the Civil War — atrocious — and that image is traversed by a
laceration that disfigures it. The “napoletanita” was born to repair it. It was born after the genocide of the
enlightened bourgeoisie who left the petty bourgeoisie alone in front of the exterminated mob, still seething
with fury and desire for robbery. It was born as a reaction of the petty bourgeoisie to the fear of the plebs.”
8 Particularly important are here the clichés of the musical attitude, also supposedly expressed by the
“intrinsic” musicality of the local dialect.
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temibile diversita”s> (La Capria 2014, 411) [my emphasis]. Even simply by paying
attention to La Capria’s word choice — the “instinctive barbarism” of the last quote, or
the “desire for robbery” of the previous one —it is easy to argue that his historical
analysis, although plausible, is in turn a sort of self-absolutory, ideological fable aimed
at concealing the responsibilities of the Neapolitan middle class for the permanence of
the abject condition of the lower strata. Indeed, if it is true that the “napoletanita”
functions as a psychological defense, a consolatory myth, it is also an alibi, the
acceptance of a precise situation (one of privilege for the middle class) as “natural” and
therefore immutable. This is exactly the ideology denounced by Ortese in her poetic
meditation on the opposition between the “sweet and cold voices of reason” and the
“secret ministry for the defense of Nature” that “preserves the sleep” of the people: the
central function of that ideology is revealed in its power to blind, to produce a narcotic
indifference to the suffering of the surrounding underclass. Not by chance, La Capria
notes that it is exactly this refusal of the “napoletanita” that leaves Ortese defenseless in
the face of the “fear of the plebs” — and here he comes closest to recognizing the

apologetic nature of his own argument, when he defines the Neapolitan ideology as

8 “that work of seduction, so to speak, of the Neapolitan bourgeoisie tending to transform the instinctive
barbarity of this part of the population into something subtler and less dangerous, which is identified with
that depth of sentiments common to every Neapolitan, and therefore abolishes all fearful diversity.” My
emphasis.
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“una forma di ottundimento molto simile alla pietas (e diversa dall'indifferenza) che
tutte le grandi civilta hanno prodotto per opporsi alla miseria e all’orrore quando erano
ineluttabili. (Ma a Napoli erano davvero ineluttabili? O un’altra borghesia avrebbe
trovato un’altra via d'uscita?)”# (La Capria 2014, 400). The response Ortese had given to
the first “open question” was certainly negative, and this marks her unbridgeable
distance from the Neapolitan intellectuals of her generation like La Capria, who needed
to keep that question unanswered to avoid questioning their own role and
responsibilities. However, La Capria’s intuition about Ortese is, indeed, profound;
namely, that her confrontation with the disquieting presence of the Neapolitan plebs
allowed her to perform a sort of excavation of that fear and to recreate the conditions of
the originary experience that produced it in the first place, when the first contact
happened between the middleclass and the new entity produced by the historical
conditions we have seen, when the violence broke free in the “inflection points” of 1647
and 1799: “La Ortese comunque ha rifiutato quel tipo di pietas ... e si ritrova, con tutta la
sua sensibilita scoperta, esattamente nello stato della borghesia anteriore alla
‘napoletanita,” rivive la vicenda non conclusa di quella borghesia di fronte alla plebe,

risale al momento fatale in cui fu bloccata la storia di una citta. La rivive poeticamente e

8 “a form of dizziness very similar to the pietas (and different from indifference) that all great civilizations
have produced to oppose misery and horror when they were ineluctable. (But were they really ineluctable in
Naples? Or another bourgeoisie would have found another way out?).”
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dolorosamente, ma non puo riuscire a superarla.”®” (La Capria 2014, 400) [My emphasis].
This affirmation is confirmed by several remarks Ortese left in letters and interviews
throughout the years, although there is another element, here, that needs to be taken
into account. If she was able to uncover and freeze this originary moment, it was
probably because, for her, it did not manifest itself for the first time with the bombings
and the anarchy of the war. “La realta — la realta abnorme della Napoli di allora”®
(Ortese 1994, 174) was not an epiphany to her, the manifestation of a foreign dimension,
as it probably happened for La Capria and the other intellectuals connected to “Sud”
who came from middle-class families and were part of the university community before
the war, and later in the intellectual circles (newspapers, publishing houses, public
radio) that Ortese as well had attended, although irregularly and without stabilizing her
position (also because that was almost impossible for a woman without the support of a
tamily). Thus, if the “abnormal reality of Naples” was a revelation for La Capria,
Compagnone, etc. — and this is why it was easy for them, later, to close their eyes and go
back to sleep — it was for Ortese just “an occasion” for a deeper understanding of

something that had been familiar to her from her early years: “Aggiungo che

87 “Ortese, however, has refused that kind of pietas ... and finds herself, with all her sensibility uncovered,
exactly in the state of the bourgeoisie prior to the ‘napoletanita,” relives the unfinished story of that
bourgeoisie in the face of the plebs, goes back to the fatal moment in which the history of a city was blocked. She
relives it poetically and painfully, but cannot manage to overcome it.” My emphasis.

8 “reality —the abnormal reality of Naples at the time” (Ortese 2018, 190).
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'esperienza personale della guerra (terrore ovunque e fuga per quattro anni) aveva
portato al colmo la mia irritazione contro il reale; e lo spaesamento di cui soffrivo era
ormai cosl vero, e anche poco dicibile — perché senza riscontro nella esperienza comune
— da aver bisogno di una straordinaria occasione per manifestarsi. Questa occasione fu il mio
incontro con la Napoli uscita dalla guerra”® (Ortese 1994, 10), [my emphasis]. Although
here, in the 1994 preface to the re-release of Il mare, she speaks of her “irritation with the
real” and “disorientation,” countless references in her works, in her biographical
reflections, and in testimonies on the events of her life — even the self-diegetic persona of
her journalistic prose — show that her traumatic experience was more concrete, capable
of placing her in material contact with the underclass: “c’e stato un tempo, quello
compreso tra la fine della guerra e gli ultimi anni Cinquanta, in cui non ho fatto che
viaggiare. Il mio problema di fondo era sempre il problema ‘economico’: un eufemismo
per non dichiarare troppo apertamente la questione della sopravvivenza fisica”* (Clerici

2002, 146). She writes this in 1990, and in 1996 she even invokes the feeling of “terrore

economico” (economic terror) (Ortese 1997, 50) to describe a writer without external

8 “] would add that my personal experience of the war (terror everywhere and four years of flight) had
brought my irritation with the real to the limit. And the disorientation I suffered from was by now so
acute—and was also nearly unmentionable, since it had no validation in the common experience—that it
required an extraordinary occasion in order to reveal itself. That occasion was my encounter with postwar
Naples” (Ortese 2018, 10).

% “There was a time, the one between the end of the war and the late fifties, in which I did nothing but
travel. My basic problem was always the 'economic’ problem: a euphemism for not declaring too openly the
question of physical survival.”
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financial support. In the first quote she refers to the years immediately after the war,”
but the experience of hunger and financial hardships had been a constant driving force
in her life, especially from the moment she moved to Naples with her family in 1928: “La
mia famiglia veniva dalla Libia;*?> anche se poveri, eravamo stati molto sereni. Trovarmi
a Napoli in mezzo a crudelta che non si possono neppure immaginare fu per me una
grande sorpresa, un dolore”; “a Napoli ho vissuto quel mondo lacero, spaventoso. Un
trauma orribile. Ho vissuto la vita di Napoli come 1'inferno.”** (Clerici 2002, 52). It is
necessary to understand why she uses expressions like “unimaginable cruelties,” “a
ragged, fearful world,” “a horrible trauma,” and “hell,” to define a period of her life that
in her short stories and poetry of the time never appeared to be permeated with such a
sensation of horror. What has happened (the two quotes are from the nineties and the
eighties respectively), after so many years, to enlarge her awareness of her own
experience? For the reader of her autobiographical novel Il porto di Toledo (The Port of

Toledo, 1975%), it is clear that her arrival in Naples coincided with both a decline in her

family’s financial position and with the awakening of her conscience to the simple

%1 In a letter to a friend, in 1947, Prunas writes: “Anna Maria Ortese fa la fame, proprio quella vera.” (Clerici
2002, 146) “Anna Maria Ortese is starving, literally.”

92 They had lived there for the previous 4 years, as her father, a state employee, had demanded to be
transferred there. See Clerici 44-51.

% “My family came from Libya; although poor, we had been very serene. To find myself in Naples amid
cruelty that cannot even be imagined was a great surprise for me, a pain.” “In Naples I lived that ragged,
scary world. A horrible trauma. I lived the life of Naples like hell.”

% She kept on working on this book until the very end of her life. The last version was released in 1998.
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consideration that as a woman without an education (she had failed almost every school
until that moment, and her parents simply gave up on her and allowed her to stay at
home without any occupation or plan for the future), growing up in a large family with
a precarious social position, with parents who seemed not to care about practical
problems and for the future of their offspring (she later depicts them as almost children
themselves), her expectations for the future were depressing and a constant source of
anxiety. Moreover, this first awareness about her situation hit her in conjunction with
her encounter with Naples, and specifically with one of its poorest neighborhoods, with
all the implications we have seen earlier in this section. This means that for her, in the
passage to adulthood, the physical proximity of the Neapolitan underclass was not only
a menacing shadow, but the embodiment of a concrete possibility, a material reality into
which she and her family could fall at any moment. It is not surprising, then, that her
experience immediately merges with the historical attitude of the “fear of the plebs” that
permeates, as La Capria writes, the collective unconscious of the city — or, to be more
precise, the political unconscious of its bourgeoise: “mia madre mi portava a vedere le
chiese, quei dipinti foschi, sanguinari, di genere caravaggesco, mi hanno fatto sempre
orrore. Poi ho letto delle cronache del Cinquecento, racconti di ferocia e di squartamenti,

la storia di un personaggio che viene trascinato via dalla folla e mangiato vivo, pezzo
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per pezzo, lungo la strada”> (Clerici 2002, 18). Those “chronicles from the sixteenth
century” are suspiciously close to many testimonies of the massacres that occurred in
1799 during the suppression of the revolutionary republic, as the French army left the
city to the Cardinal Ruffo’s Holy Faith “hordes” and to the plebs. Episodes similar to the
one she mentions are common in those documents; Mozzillo, in the second part of his
book, offers a selection:

Tre ufficiali vengono ‘strascinati e uno di essi squartato verso 1'ultimo Toledo’;
ma non basta, ché mentre una parte del cadavere viene bruciato, ‘I’altro restante
mezzo abbrustolito fu portato vendibile per le piazze di Napoli, ridotto a
pezzetti, e chi se ne comprava un poco, e se lo mangiavano,” ... "...e vidi io che
scrivo ... alcuni di codesta infame plebaglia con cannibalesca rabbia divorare le
abbrustolita membra degl’infelici sacrificati, e dopo darsene vanto’ (Mozzillo

1983, 130).

The horrific episodes narrated in similar testimonies are directly connected to
Ortese’s recollection of her reaction to her first encounter with Naples, for a material
memory of those events survived in the experience of hunger that still gripped the social
milieu in which she lived, whose ancestors had been the underclass defeated in the

rebellion of 1647. Moreover, from the point of view of the lower strata of the bourgeoise,

% This quote is from 1947. “My mother took me to see the churches, those dark, bloody paintings, of the
Caravaggio type, they always made me horrified. Then I read chronicles of the sixteenth century, stories of
ferocity and quarterings, the story of a character who is dragged away from the crowd and eaten alive, piece
by piece, along the way.”

% “Three officers are ‘dragged and one of them quartered towards the end of [via] Toledo’; but it is not
enough, because while a part of the body was burned, ‘the remaining one, half-roasted, was brought to be
sold in the squares of Naples, reduced to small pieces, and some were buying and eating it,” ... “...and I, the
one who is writing, I saw ... some of this infamous mob with cannibalistic anger devouring the burnt limbs
of the unhappy sacrificed, and later boasting of it."”
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that hunger included the subliminal fear of the act of cannibalism by which the same

plebs had devoured, not metaphorically, the bourgeoise in 1799.

1.2.2 Things that really happened

The last thread from La Capria’s reflections I will follow is a curious
contradictory argument he develops in two passages, one from the essay on Ortese and
the other from his essay on the fear of the plebs. These passages have the same topic — a
reference to Naples in the 17t century — and both are positioned at the beginning of the
essay so as to stress their importance. In the first, he compares Ortese’s stance and style
to a baroque, Spanish tone typical of the Neapolitan Seicento: “Ne La citta involontaria ci
accorgiamo invece di essere in pieno Seicento napoletano. E non soltanto per
I’'ambientazione, ma perché qui scopriamo la qualita visionaria della Ortese che la porta
al di la del realismo apparente. Si, c’é qualcosa di grandioso nella tetraggine e nell’orrore
di questa rappresentazione, qualcosa di spagnolesco e di cattolico nel suo cupo
splendore”®” (La Capria 2014, 394-95). The “baroque” quality of Ortese’s writing is

presented here as a proof of her (supposedly “feminine”) exasperated sensibility: in

97 “In The Involuntary City we realize instead that we are transported in full Neapolitan Seicento. And not
only for the setting, but because here we discover Ortese's visionary quality, that pushes her beyond the
apparent realism. Yes, there is something great in the gloom and the horror of this representation,
something Spanish and Catholic in its dark splendor.”
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sum, of her exaggeration in depicting Neapolitan misery. Yet, at the beginning of the
following essay, he says that among all the travel accounts and the local chronicles of the
time that had depicted the conditions of the plebs in the 17t century, none had struck
him so much as the paintings by Domenico Gargiulo®® (which he calls by the artist’s
commonly known nickname, Micco Spadaro). He admits that he is unable to look at
these works — especially those representing the rebellion of Masaniello — as though they
are paintings: “... nel senso che non mi viene di giudicarli dal punto di vista estetico: si
esce dalla pittura dell’epoca, e direi, si esce dalla pittura, per entrare in un’altra
dimensione, terribile, delle cose realmente accadute”® (La Capria 2014, 402). In other
words, the same “baroque” quality that was a proof of a lack of realism in Ortese
becomes here nothing less than a gateway out of the realm of the aesthetic, able to
present us with something like “the things themselves.” However, for those who have
looked at these pictures, La Capria’s comment should seem rather understandable. It
seems to be a genuine case of “bruta realta presa dal vivo”'? (La Capria 2014, 403).

Indeed, art historians agree that the three (surviving) paintings Gargiulo devoted to the

% See the monograph Domenico Gargiulo detto Micco Spadaro: paesaggista e “cronista” napoletano (Sestieri and
Diapra 1994).

9 “ .. in the sense that I am not able to judge them from an aesthetic point of view: one leaves the painting
specific of the epoch, and, I would say, one leaves painting at all, to enter another dimension - a terrible one
— that of the things that really happened.”

100 “raw reality captured live.”
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rebellion are difficult to classify!®! in the evolution of art history, as they overcome the
conception of history painting developed by the Renaissance, whose purpose was “to
provide moral instruction through the representation of heroic or tragic human action in
subjects taken from the Bible, mythology, literature, or ancient history. History paintings
did not generally represent contemporary events or living people; visual images of the
lives of ordinary people were classified as genre painting, an inferior category”
(Roworth 1993, 219). Thus, as noted by Frank Marshall: “The pictures represent an
important early stage in the evolution of history paintings, from the Renaissance and
Baroque definition of istoria ... to the depictions of contemporary political events by
David and Goya, among others. They would accordingly have been appreciated in their
own day as a strikingly novel rather than as part of a clearly defined visual tradition”
(Marshall 1998, 478). Gargiulo was about 37 years old when he witnessed the rebellion,
and the three paintings, according to the dating proposed by Marshall, could not have
been composed more than 3 to 4 years after the revolt (483-484). They are, in sum,
something close to live testimonies of a shocking reality. In the larger La rivolta di

Masaniello (Sestieri and Diapra 1994, 288-89) the author proposes a historical narrative of

101 “The pictures of the 1647 insurrection in Spanish-ruled Naples possess characteristics of both history
painting and genre, so they have been difficult to place within traditional histories of art, which tend to
subdivide the seventeenth century into separate geographic units and to separate high and low art”
(Roworth 1993, 219).
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the main events of the outbreak of the revolt (all framed by the quintessential
Neapolitan setting represented by Piazza Mercato), although remaining faithful to a
striking impression of disorder and disorganization that sets it apart from other pictures
of the time on the same subject; the other two small paintings detailing single episodes,
on the other hand, are more similar to snapshots taken in the middle of a nebulous
movement of bodies.

In L'uccisione di Don Giuseppe Carafa (Sestieri and Diapra 1994, 291), we see
what is probably the body of Carafa only half framed by the picture (the setting is again
Piazza Mercato), dragged by street kids toward a “clearing” in the crowd where other
bodies are in the process of being mutilated. In the background, Masaniello speaks to the
people, but he is not represented as a center of meaning or energy in the scene,!%? as the
main actors seem to ignore him. It is worth noting that Carafa had been “one of
Gargiulo’s earliest and most important patrons” (Marshall 1998, 487). This complicates
even further our perception of this image, which not only represents an event observed
in the first person, but one in which a personal relation of the painter was directly
involved. What strikes us all the more, however, after having processed this information

(that we could define as part of the studium through which we read the image, according

102 As it is also the case for his (double) position in the larger La rivolta di Masaniello.
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to Roland Barthes), is the absolute anonymity of the scene, where the main actors are
nothing more than bodies moved by indefinite emotions, performing certain acts — and
this was likely due to the influence of Gargiulo’s master, Aniello Falcone, who, as Fritz
Saxl noted in an essay from the thirties, used to paint battle scenes without protagonists
and focus on anonymous action (Saxl 1939, 71-75). This impression is even accentuated
in the other picture, Punizione dei ladri al tempo di Masaniello (Sestieri and Diapra 1994,
290), where robbers punished by Masaniello’s justice are carried by the crowd, together
with the severed heads of some of them, in a scene that seems even deprived of any
violence.!®® What is interesting for my argument, here, is that the contact with the object
represented by the fear of the plebs — this expérience-limite — seems to produce an
annihilation of what could be called the ideological gaze that usually organizes the scene
and whose function is canonized in the historical transmission of iconographic motives.
We could compare these paintings with the Triumph of Death images mentioned in the
tirst part of this chapter. What we saw there was the emergence of a horrific experience
of bodily destruction that was immediately absorbed by a Christian allegory able to
neutralize it through its own goal of worldly and spiritual order (as we have seen,

Malaparte used it in turn for his own ideological purposes). Even though this process

103 “Colpisce la modernita di impaginazione dei due dipinti, concepiti come documenti ‘fotografici’ di una
precisa situazione storica e sociale.” (Cassani 1984, 299). “The modern layout of the two paintings is striking;
they are conceived as photographic documents of a precise historical and social situation.”
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never happens without a disturbance — a disconnection — that remains there inscribed as
a trace of an excessive reality that cannot be completely engulfed in the ideological
discourse, the imposing force of this same discourse becomes the organizing principle of
the spectator’s position through which we look at the image. In a way, it is possible to
say that our gaze is predisposed and organized in order to coincide with that discourse.
In the case of Gargiulo’s paintings something different is happening: it is as if that
disconnection is frozen in a snapshot, sterilizing any possible discourse that might want
to use it for its own purposes. Indeed, it is meaningful in this sense that the ideological
motive of the author could long remain uncertain. Partly because of the romantic legend
surrounding Salvator Rosa,!™ Neapolitan painters of the time, including Gargiulo, were
believed to have formed a group called the Company of Death, participating in and
supporting the revolt; thus, his paintings have been believed to be anti-Spanish and in
tavor of the revolt. Although Marshall disproves this assumption and traces his
patronage to demonstrate that “far from being produced from within the circle of its
leaders, they were painted for precisely those enemies of the revolt whose united efforts
eventually succeeded in crushing it,” the simple fact that this has not appeared

immediately evident poses a problem. Although “his underlying political motivation

104 For which the biography Life and Times of Salvator Rosa, 1823, by Sidney Morgan played an important role.
See also Saxl (1939, 70-71).

83



can only have been to create a visual record of the evils of popular insurrections”
(Marshall 1998, 488), as opposed to other paintings of the time on the same topic (that
were satirical or attempted to provide an exact narrative of the event!®) or to other
contemporaneous representations of extreme violence — although of another kind, like in
the Triumphs of Death — we do not find here an ideological discourse organizing the
picture and our own gaze. Had he supported the rebellion, Gargiulo could have
probably inserted (in theory — his customers would have never allowed it) some
reference to the righteousness of the claims of the people, or to the hideous oppression
and exploitation in which they were kept. On the other hand, like many others did, he
could have pictured the underclass as ridiculous, beastly, or inhuman in its own stupid
ferocity. Instead, he presented the emergence of an extreme bodily condition of
suffering, an absolute violence that could have been provoked only by an oppression
that brought — as it happened — the form of life of a people to the limits of its own
dissolution. We, the spectators, feel abandoned in front of this image. Scattered elements
of iconographic motives are surely present, like the position of the legs of Carafa,
recalling a crucifixion, or the frantic (pathetic) movements of the children; but they are

like relics unable to engender meaning. To be sure, as noted by some commentators,

105 Se for example Michelangelo Cerquozzi, La rivolta di Masaniello in 1647 (Roworth 1993, 223), (Marshall
1998, 484).

84



some of the scenes represented in La rivolta di Masaniello could be read in connection
with the motif of the Carnival, and of an upside-down world more generally, 1% and this
could be considered a liberatory ideological element. For the two smaller pictures,
however, not even this can be maintained. In my opinion, it was precisely this
circumstance that brought these images to La Capria’s mind in connection with his
reading of Ortese. In a way, it would be possible to say that the ideological discourse
usually structuring the gaze in iconographic motifs has, in the case of Gargiulo, been
absorbed by the formal reduction of the gaze itself and forced to be nothing else than the
position of the observer as just one participant in the crowd with no privileged
perspective (this does not apply, of course to La rivolta di Masaniello, where we have a
heightened point of view modeled on Jacques Callot’s The Fair at the Impruneta (1622)
(Roworth 1993, 221)). This also means that the function of this residual discursivity has
been limited to an entry point in the image that gets interrupted at the precise moment
in which it seems to lead to the formulation of an interpretation. It is as if the always
resurgent attempt at verbalizing experience would be frozen in permanent
disconnection, in a fixation on the mere observation — the ecstatic meditation, the

mesmerizing effect of these two small pictures — of the violent appearance of the bodily

106 “ A sense of cosmic disorder is further underlined by the manner in which many of the figures appear to
reflect the contemporary paradigm of the world turned upside down” (Marshall 1998, 489). See also Burke
(1983, 14), and Cocchiara (1981).
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destruction, which is precisely what the ideological envelopment of the Triumphs had
tried to avoid.

As we will see in a moment, this representational structure can help us
understand the way Ortese’s text functions in “Il silenzio della ragione.” Yet, before
proceeding with a closer analysis of this story, I will examine a passage from the shorter
Oro a Forcella, the third chapter of the book, since it offers a condensed example of the
mode of operation we will find in the final story. This consists in the continuous
anamorphosis of the self-diegetic voice, from a fluid narrative flow (with a prevalent use
of passato remoto) to long descriptions whose tone tends to become highly literary and to
deviate toward the grotesque and the lyrical. There is also a substantial use of rhetorical
tfigures and an insistence on the iterative function of the imperfetto (similar to Malaparte’s
episode we have examined), which, together with the considerable extension of these
passages, tends to “disconnect” them from the “mimetic illusion,” thus upsetting the
fictional progression of the story. At the level of content, these descriptions produce an
intensification of their specific object, that is, the chaotic and violent presence of the
miserable Neapolitan under-proletariat. What is most striking in these texts is that they
tend to shift, with extreme frequency, to the lyrical meditation that ultimately transcends

the whole fictional illusion.
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1.2.3 Devices of disconnection and intensification in “Oro a Forcella”
and “ll silenzio della ragione”

“Oro a Forcella” begins with the usual self-diegetic voice describing an urban
environment with significant use of passato remoto “mi fu impossibile ... voltai le spalle e
tornai indietro ... pensai ... mi fermai...”?”” (63) etc. The narrator is directed to the
pawnshop in Piazza Nilo and must pass through one of Naples’s poorest neighborhoods
in order to get there. The events of the story are soon abandoned in favor of a long
description of the street called San Biagio dei Librai, which “come altre vecchie e
poverissime vie di Napoli ... era fitta di negozi d’oro”1% (65), that is, of those shops
where people go to sell their own objects of value. The description of these shops and
their owners is organized according to a metaphorical imagination that compares their
activity to a predatory luring of victims inside an insect nest (later in the story, this
metaphor will be clarified and fully deployed). The only verb tenses used are imperfetto
and present, which, as we have seen in the case of Malaparte, tend to interrupt the flow
of the story for something that betrays an anxiety that pierces the fictional illusion:

una larva d'uomo con gli occhiali, che bilancia nella mano cauta e osserva
silenziosamente un oggetto brillante, mentre una donnina o una vecchia, in piedi
davanti al banco, lo spia con ansia. Spettacolo ancora pit1 intenso: la trappola
momentaneamente vuota, e la stessa larva, uscita sulla soglia come per riposarsi,

107 “it was impossible to me ... I turned and headed back ... I thought ... I stopped” (63).
108 “Ljke other ancient, impoverished streets in Naples ... [it] was packed with shops selling gold” (65).
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guarda vagamente intorno, spiando a sua volta, nella folla, I’accostarsi di un viso
scolorito dai digiuni, di due occhi vergognosi'® (65).

After some lines, a hyper-condensed description of the street follows, preceded
by a deictic clause (pointing to the immediate presence of something that will be
developed in what follows), a structure that is frequent in “Il silenzio della ragione”
(with its usual “then I saw this”): “rimaneva un fatto” (“a fact remained”):

Rimaneva un fatto: come gia a Forcella, non avevo visto ancora tante anime
insieme, camminare o stare ferme, scontrarsi e sfuggirsi, salutarsi dalle finestre e
chiamarsi dalle botteghe, insinuare il prezzo di una merce o gridare una
preghiera, con la stessa voce dolce, spezzata, cantante, ma pit sul filo del
lamento che della decantata allegria napoletana. Veramente era cosa che
meravigliava, e oscurava tutti i vostri pensieri.!® (65)

The whole passage is weaved with patterns of parallelism, introduced by a kind
of hyperbole typical in Ortese’s descriptions (“non avevo visto ancora tante anime
insieme,” “I had never before seen so many beings together”). The clauses that follow
are, in different ways, structured according to the scheme of the isocolon (“scontrarsi e

sfuggirsi, salutarsi dalle finestre e chiamarsi dalle botteghe,” etc. “colliding and fleeing

109 “3 bespectacled shadow [but the original “larva” also means “maggot,” which is important for the
figurative development of the story] of a man who cautiously balances a shiny object in his hand and
silently observes it, while a woman, young or old, standing before him at the counter, eyes him anxiously.
Another scene, even more intense: the trap now momentarily empty, the same maggot, coming out onto the
shop’s threshold as if taking a break, looks vaguely around him, spying, in turn, on the crowd, the approach
of a pale, hungry face, the eyes full of shame” (65).

110 “The fact remained that, as in Forcella, I had never before seen so many beings together, walking or
hanging out, colliding and fleeing one another, greeting one another from their windows and calling out
from the shops, bargaining over the price of goods, or yelling out a prayer, in the same sweet, aching
singers’ voices that had more the tone of a lament than of the vaunted Neapolitan cheer. It was truly
something that both shocked and eclipsed all one’s thoughts” (65-66).
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one another, greeting one another from their windows and calling out from the shops”)
and offer a progression from an accumulative series of scattered actions toward a single
element that reduces them all back to unity: the “same voice,” which is in turn defined
with a climax through the variation of adjective, past participle, and present participle
(“dolce, spezzata, cantante”). The intensity fades in the lyrical distension produced by

llll/

the alliteration of “1” and the assonance of “a” in the final sentence (“ma piu sul filo del
lamento che della decantata allegria napoletana”). The passage is closed by another
noteworthy rhetorical element: the allocutory use of the second person plural with an
impersonal function (“oscurava tutti i vostri pensieri,” “It ... shocked and eclipsed all
one’s ['your’ in the original] thoughts.), which calls the reader to play a role in the
anamorphosis of such descriptions from fictional identification to critical (metaliterary)
experience.

The description continues to focus on street children, insisting on the use of the
impersonal second person plural (“vi spingevano a cercare ... non vedevate nulla,”
“they forced you to search ... you could not see anything,” 66). When the mothers
appear, that “impersonal” contact with the audience is brought to a further degree, as
from the second person the speaking instance shifts to the infinitive: “Cercare le madri,

appariva follia. Di tanto in tanto ne usciva qualcuna da dietro la ruota di un carro,

gridando orribilmente afferrava per il polso il bambino, lo trascinava in una tana da cui
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poi fuggivano urli e pianti...”!!! (66). Moreover, at the figurative level, that first image of
the insect nest, or trap, from which larvae (maggots) are wont to prey on weaker
creatures, arrives at a further degree of clarity as the mothers are here depicted as if
assaulting their own children by surprise in order to drag them back into the lairs from
which “shouts and cries” are heard. At the same time, the use of the iterative imperfetto,
even if logically motivated by the temporal clause “every so often,” collides with the
nature of an event that in this context — the narrator traversing a street — is expected to be
punctual and not habitual (“Every so often one would dash out from behind the wheel of
a carriage”). This again plays a role in shattering the fictional illusion — as we have seen
in Malaparte as well under similar conditions — thus disconnecting the mimetic
identification with the narrative point of view, pushing toward the meta-narrative
dimension, which is brought to its extremity in the following paragraph, where the
lyrical meditation finally begins:

Faceva contrasto a questa selvaggia durezza dei vicoli la soavita dei volti
raffiguranti Madonne e Bambini, Vergini e Martiri, che apparivano in quasi tutti i
negozi di San Biagio dei Librai ... Non occorreva molto per capire che qui gli
affetti erano stati un culto, e proprio per questa ragione erano decaduti in vizio e
follia; infine, una razza svuotata di ogni logica e raziocinio s’era aggrappata a
questo tumulto informe di sentimenti, e I'uomo era adesso ombra, debolezza,
nevrastenia, rassegnata paura e impudente allegrezza. Una miseria senza pit
forma, silenziosa come un ragno, disfaceva e rinnovava a modo suo quei miseri
tessuti, invischiando sempre pit gli strati minimi della plebe, che qui e regina.

111 “To look for their mothers would be insanity. Every so often one would dash out from behind the wheel
of a carriage and, screaming at the top of her lungs, grab a child by the wrist and drag him into a lair from
which emanated shouts and cries” (67).
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Straordinario era pensare come, in luogo di diminuire o arrestarsi, la
popolazione cresceva, ed estendendosi, sempre pit esangue, confondeva
terribilmente le idee all’ Amministrazione pubblica, mentre gonfiava di strano
orgoglio e di piu1 strane speranze il cuore degli ecclesiastici. Qui, il mare non
bagnava Napoli. Ero sicura che nessuno lo avesse visto, e lo ricordava. In questa
fossa oscurissima, non brillava che il fuoco del sesso, sotto il cielo nero del
sovrannaturale.!12 (67).

The passage begins with a contrast, opposing the “savage cruelty of the alleys” to
“the sweetness on the faces of the Madonnas,” as if to stress the gulf separating an
impersonal, faceless existence — that of the poor people of the alleys — and the imagined
sweetness of a condition of “personality” symbolized by the face, which is at the same
time relegated to a dimension of falsity and even ridicule, as only the statues of the
nativity scenes in the shop windows seem to be able to afford it. Moreover, the
substantives used to express certain qualities (“cruelty ... sweetness”) instead of
adjectives immediately elevate the lyrical tone. As the passage proceeds with a

meditation on the desperate conditions in which this underclass is forced to live, its

112 “Tn contrast to the savage cruelty of the alleys was the sweetness on the faces of the Madonnas with their
infant Christs, of the Virgins and Martyrs, who appeared in almost every shop in San Biagio dei Librai ... . It
didn’t take much to understand that passions here were cultish in nature and precisely for this reason had
deteriorated into vice and folly; in the end, a race devoid of all logic and reason had latched onto this
shapeless tumult of feelings, and humankind was now a shadow of itself, weak, neurotic, resigned to fear
and impudent joy. Amorphous poverty, silent as a spider, unraveling and then reweaving in its fashion
those wretched fabrics, entangling the lowest levels of the populace, which here reigned supreme. It was
extraordinary to think how, instead of declining or stagnating, the population grew and, increasing, became
ever more lifeless, causing drastic confusion for the local government’s convictions, while the hearts of the
clergy were swollen with a strange pride and even stranger hope. Here Naples was not bathed by the sea. I
was sure that no one had ever seen this place or remembered it. In this dark pit only the fire of sexuality
burned bright under an eerie black sky.” (67)
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lyrical quality is produced mainly by the insistence on the figure of personification,
giving subjective consistence to concepts and abstract entities: “affects ... a race ...
humankind ... misery,” while abstract personifications are also the qualities and the
accidents through which such entities are characterized. For example, humankind has
become “ombra, debolezza, nevrastenia, rassegnata paura e impudente allegrezza,”
where abstract substantives are used again to express qualities, also nurturing an
inclination toward parallelisms (“rassegnata paura e impudente allegrezza”). The only
plain simile — misery weaving like a spider the substances of this underworld to ensnare
the plebs — helps clarify the original nature of the figurative representation of the streets,
where first the shopkeepers as maggots, then the mothers as similarly ambiguous
insects, appear to have been subsumed under the sign of the spider since the beginning.
In the second half of the passage, the terminology shifts to bureaucratic jargon imbued
with a hallucinatory tone, thus inaugurating a tendency that will be fully developed in
“Il silenzio della ragione” (where the reactionary forces will be figured as a “secret

ministry for the defense of Nature and the preservation of sleep”). We find here terms

awii anis

like “lower strata of the plebs,” “growing population,” “public administration,”

“clergy,” all used in combination with poetic, imaginative language and violent

metaphors, while the whole discourse is held together by impersonal clauses like

Al s

“faceva contrasto,” “non occorreva molto per capire,” “straordinario era pensare come,”
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which, once more, disrupt the original fictional illusion the story had produced at the
beginning. The passage circles back to a second opposition, this time between “dark
pit/black sky” on the one hand and the “fire of sex” on the other, which, compared to the
initial one, is not even a real opposition, since both terms are internal to the dark world
of the alley, deprived of the humanity to which it was still possible to hint at the
beginning — although negatively — with the reference to the faces of the statues.

To summarize the partial results of this brief analysis: if one of the main
criticisms of Ortese’s book is its unrealistic quality, how she packed her streets with
horrors that, although surely plausible taken singularly, were unlikely to be in the same
place at the same time all together (this was one of the mocking objections proposed by
La Capria!3), we can start to understand here, noting the thick rhetorical fabric of her
writing, her complete indifference to the rules of what is commonly defined as realism
in literature; that this concentration of elements at the level of content, corresponding to
an intensification of emotion through the lyrical quality of her writing, is precisely
aimed at reproducing the specific experience from which her writing originates, which

is, as we have seen, the first contact with the misery and the fury of the plebs.

113 “Ma sara davvero cosi alta la percentuale di nani a Napoli? Se ne vedono davvero tanti passare da ogni
parte nelle strade?” (La Capria 2014, 398) “But will the percentage of dwarfs in Naples really be so high? Are
you really seeing so many passing through every part of the streets?”
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As though wishing to provide a justification to the friends who had never
forgiven her, in the 1993 preface to Il mare Ortese writes, “pochi riescono a comprendere
come nella scrittura si trovi la sola chiave di lettura di un testo, e la traccia di una sua
eventuale verita”'' (9). This suggests that the “truth” of her work is not meant to reside
in the reliability of what she represents, as if we were talking of the referentiality of a
neorealist reportage (which her book was accused at the same time of being and not
being). While the “spontaneous” manifestation of the object she is pursuing could
emerge only in specific critical moments, in points of inflection like the rebellion of 1647,
when Gargiulo pictured it in its immediacy, or in 1799, with its horrified historical
accounts, or, closer to the moment when she is writing, during the time of the Allied
occupation of the city, the only way to communicate its shadowy permanence in the
post-war years, when the chaos has already been domesticated by the conservative
forces eager to suffocate its inherently liberating potential, is through the rhetorical
accumulation that defines her descriptions of street life. In this context, it is helpful to
recall what Agamben wrote, in a book I have already quoted in this chapter, about the
“equation” between reality and language: “La verita non ¢ ... qualcosa che possa essere

definita all'interno del linguaggio, ma nemmeno fuori di esso, come uno stato di fatto o

114 “although many may find it difficult to understand how writing can be the unique key to the reading of a
text, and provide hints about its possible truth” (9).
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come una ‘adeguazione’ fra questo e il linguaggio” 1> (Agamben 2001b, 50). If we think
of Bataille’s reflection that this specific experience falls outside of the domain of the
relatable, that this non-savoir is perceivable only in the material reactions it produces, like
laughter, tears, poetic intensity, etc., we can argue that the fundamental experience at
the heart of Ortese’s writing can be communicated only by the intensity produced by her
prose. Moreover, precisely in order to prevent this intensity from being dispersed or
manipulated by the insinuating ideological discourse that tends to guide it — as we have
seen in the case of Malaparte — toward a compensatory function, her writing seems to
preserve it in a liminal “space of attention,” where the point of view can linger on it
without discharging it following a discursive pattern. A first manifestation of this
“liminal space” is the critical suspension opened up by the manifold interruptive nature
of her rhetorical fabric. In particular, its highest operation is obtained by the collision
between narrative flow and meta-literary reflection, as the narrative voice reflects on the
process of producing its own language, which we will examine in a moment in “Il
silenzio.” A further manifestation of this liminal dimension is the lyrical meditation that
we have seen, whose function is to channel the emotional intensity produced by the

encounter with the extreme experience. To reiterate, what her text does with this

115 “Truth is not thereby something that can be defined within language, nor even outside it, as a given fact
or as an ‘equation’ between this and language” (Agamben 1993, 51).

95



intensity differs profoundly from what happens in Malaparte’s text, where it is rather
channeled to serve an ideological compensation. In other words, her prose, coming close
to its main source of anxiety, experiences a series of continuous disconnections that
block the “natural” tendency to recompose it into an ideologically reassuring discourse;
and yet, differently than Malaparte, she does not seek immediately after to manipulate
the lyrical intensity that has been freed, but rather to preserve its circulation (between
the two liminal spaces of the meta-literary discourse and the lyrical meditation), to
freeze the moment in which the empathic connection gets pulled away from the mimetic
point of view and lingers in the impersonal zone of the free pathos. It is here that her
affinity with the functioning of Gargiulo’s paintings becomes evident: the minimal
discursivity absorbed in the gaze of the bystander becomes the sign of an exteriority,
where the emotional intensity is concentrated (and not dispersed or put to different use)
in the “speechless” meditation on the “thing” that we are confronting without any
perspectival privilege, without any pretense of pushing us toward a rational
consideration of the event — as that very rational consideration will be performed only
after the “thing” has been experienced, so that it is not simply subsumed into a pre-
existing ideological framework. As Blanchot writes: “Le désastre ne me met pas en
question, mais leve la question, la fait disparaitre, comme si avec elle ‘je’ disparaissais

dans le désastre sans apparence” (50). If the “question,” as the entry point into a
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discourse that reduces experience to a set pattern, is eliminated by the “disaster,” the
only efficacy of the text (the pictorial or the literary one) is produced at the formal level,
in the position by which we are confined to an ecstatic point of observation. Are we now
in a better position to understand what Ortese means by the claim that “nella scrittura si
trovi la sola chiave di lettura di un testo, e la traccia di una sua eventuale verita”? If we
want to investigate something like the “truth” of this text, we cannot look for it in the
content of her writing — which, after all, is limited to proposing a “classic” opposition
between reason and the ideological fiction of nature, and to denounce the bildungsroman
paradigm according to which her ex-colleagues had abandoned progressive politics to
embrace bourgeois satisfaction!'® — but in the way her text is structured, in the obsessive
recurrence of certain figures, and in the tone through which she is able to free the
emotional intensities generated by the “hidden thing” she has decided to bring to light
in these pages: the misery and the violence of the plebs, their incomprehensible form of

life and the fear it generates, as well as its attraction.

116 “Fy essa [la Natura]] a presentare al marxista partenopeo uno specchietto di eccellente fattura, in cui la
storia del gruppo Sud, anziché rivelare, impercettibile e spaventoso, il combattimento tra le esigenze della
ragione e I'antichita, appariva, come in uno dei tanti spettacoli di varieta cari all'Ottocento, I'ingenuo
conflitto tra i sogni della gioventl e la soverchiante logica delle cose.” (119) “She [Nature] held up a mirror
of excellent workmanship to the Marxist Neapolitan in which the story of the Sud group, rather than
reflecting the imperceptible and terrifying battle between reason and nature, appeared to portray, as in one
of those beloved nineteenth century variety shows, the innocent conflict between the dreams of youth and
the overwhelming logic of things” (124).
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“Il silenzio della ragione” is centered on a self-diegetic voice fictionalized as that
of the author/narrator who reflects on the production of her own writing, thus creating
the illusion of a meta-literary liminal dimension that develops in parallel with the
narrative scenes and with the other two main structural elements of the text: the
condensed descriptions and the lyrical meditations. Thus, the point of view of the story
is constructed as the anamorphic passage between four different states of the same
matter. As we have seen, the story begins with a journey through the city (as in “Oro a
Forcella”), as the narrator sits on a streetcar traversing the Lungomare di Chiaia to visit
her ex-colleague Compagnone, observing the other travelers and the landscape:

Ma qui si avvertiva qualcosa di diverso, che in breve costringeva a rifiutare, per
una definizione, i due aggettivi nominati. No, non si poteva parlare né di agitato
né di squallido; questa strada, piuttosto, rimaneva ridente e terribile, come
appunto l'espressione d’intelligenza e bonta che appare talora sul viso ai defunti.
Era una strada defunta, cosi almeno la definii nel mio cuore, sperando poterle
trovare in seguito un attributo meno intenso ed irrazionale, cosa che invece non
fu possibile.’” (100).

This passage starts with a refutation of the two adjectives she had previously
used to define the wasted landscape of the street she is traversing (that was being

renovated). Thus, two couplets of adjectives are opposed: “distressed” and “destitute,”

117 “But here something was different, which soon made it necessary to reject those two descriptive
adjectives. No, one could speak neither of distressed or of destitute; this street was, instead, smiling and
terrible, much like the expression of intelligence and generosity that the faces of the dead have. It was a
dead street, or at least that's how I defined it to myself, hoping to be able to find later a less vehement and
irrational description, something that turned out to be impossible” (103).
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and “smiling” and “terrible,” which she prefers in the end, and which both imply a
higher charge of anxiety, as they clearly refer to the sphere of subjective experiences. The
process of definition continues and transcends them in one image that contains both: the
face of a dead person. This is important, because the image of the “undead,” the corpse
in which an impression of life still lingers, or, on the contrary, the living human marked
by the sign of death — in sum, all the intermediate states between life and death — is the
key phantasy in this story, through which the whole condition of Naples is symbolized.
What happens next is also important: the narrator reflects on the very process of
choosing an adjective to define what she sees (“No, non si poteva parlare né di agitato
né di squallido”), referring to the ambiguous position of “reporter” that she has assigned
to herself. Thus, the point of view is prevented from adhering completely to the
emotional value of the description and is situated in this space of reflection and self-
observation of the text in its own making. Something similar happens a few lines later,
describing another passenger: “Disse sottovoce queste parole, che riferisco piu per la
stranezza del loro suono, su quelle labbra, che per la loro importanza: ‘Lassa fa a Dio””18
(102) [the first emphasis is mine]. The fictionalization of the reference to external reality

is also heightened by the frequent use of the deictic pronoun followed by a period

118 “He whispered the following words, which I quote here more for how strange they sounded on his lips
than for their meaning: “Lassa fa’ a Dio” —Leave it to God” (105).
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closing the sentence, after which a description starts — thus stressing the moment of
collision between referent and discourse: “disse queste parole” (100), “a un tratto, vidi
questo” (103), “mi accorsi ... di un’altra cosa” (106), “questo che vedevo” (139), “ed ecco
cio che vidi” (166), etc. In a way, this is the same meta-literary stance that pushed Ortese
to resist the temptation to eliminate real names from the text in the following editions,!'
despite all the bitterness she would receive from this choice. With one of the most
peculiar rhetorical contortions of this text, the creation of a liminal space for the point of
view is produced by a specular inversion of the self-diegetic voice, created through the
frequent use of the second person plural with an impersonal function (which is not
common for the plural), which we have already seen in the previous story (“vi
spingevano a cercare ... non vedevate nulla”). The first modulation of this second
person happens in the singular, which is still a common impersonal form: “Non avresti
detto che fossero svegli, ma che in un sogno oscuro si agitassero”'?’ (134). We start to
perceive, here, the object in front of which this second person is delivered. It is
important to note that the opening of such a position for the second person will always
happen in conjunction with the condensed descriptions of the Neapolitan plebs, which,

following the model we have already sketched, here reaches its rhetorical climax. The

119 Except the Nuova Italia edition.
120 “You would not have said that they were awake, but rather that they were moving about restlessly in a
bad dream” (142).
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passage that precedes the allocutory use of the second person we have just seen begins
with the usual narrative passage at the passato remoto that initiates her movements
through the city: “Non presi il tram, mi avviai a piedi”!?! (133), but an oncoming street
description that will disconnect our identification with the mimetic flow of the story is
already alluded to in the following “non sapevo piu dove fossi”'?? (133). It is then
performed by an iterative accumulation of images listed using the passato prossimo:

Dai vicoli straripava la folla dei popolani, dei paria, e, per le strade eleganti,

andava a confondersi con quella borghese e aristocratica, che neppure mostrava

fastidio o ribrezzo, perché non se ne avvedeva. ... chi si soffiava con un cartone,

chi dormiva allungato sul marciapiede, con la bocca aperta, chi mangiava, chi

cantava una nenia triste; nelle stanze, vicino ai letti, c’era chi cucinava, e sui letti

chi, a volte anche un uomo giovane, disteso pensava”'% (133-134).

The anaphoric repetition of the relative indefinite pronoun “chi” produces both
an effect of intensification, pushing in front of us the “hidden thing” that La Capria
mentioned, the same thing that the crowd of the bourgeois cannot see (“perché non se ne
avvedeva”), and as a mesmerizing lyrical effect (also through the rhythmic repetition of

verbs ending in “ava”) disconnecting the description from the narrative flow. This

generates an intensity that, instead of being channeled and discharged toward a specific

121 “T didn’t take the tram but set off on foot” (141).

122 “T no longer knew where I was” (141).

123 “The crowd of workers and outcasts overflowed from the alleys and, on the more elegant streets, mingled
with the bourgeoisie and the aristocrats, who displayed no irritation or disgust, because they didn’t even
notice them. ... some fanned themselves with a piece of cardboard, others slept on the sidewalks with their
mouths open, some ate, some sang sad lullabies. In the rooms, next to the beds, some were cooking, and
some, at times even young men, lay on the beds thinking” (141).
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ideological manipulation, is left there, stuck in a disquieting space opened by the
external point of view, or in the lyrical meditation that follows immediately after (and
that will perform its own ideological persuasion). Before moving to another level of
“intensified description,” it is important to note the last image in the quote, the young
man lying on a bed!?* thinking, who is not even the first to be in that position (there is
also another one sleeping on the sidewalk): in sum, the entire movement traversing the
crowd, this sort of restless, irrational wave of desperate vitality, is constructed with an
alternation of vertical and horizontal positions, activity and rest, movement and
immobility, so as to imbue the whole mass of bodies with that common image of the un-
dead, the sleepwalker (“sonnambulo:” a word made of two substantives relating to lying
and to standing respectively). Not by chance, the entire passage we have examined was
introduced by the apparently strange observation “C’era per le strade un effetto di
movimento e di eccitazione, che poi, guardando meglio, era nulla”'? (133): movement
and rest, life and death, clamor and silence.

Night has now fallen at the end of the following day, and the narrator is almost

at the end of her itinerary, yet she must plunge herself one last time into the crowd:

124 This does not mean that the narrator is just imagining someone lying in his own house. The typical
Neapolitan houses of the poor, called “bassi,” offered (and still do, in some cases) an open view into their
interiors.
125 “In the streets there was a sensation of movement and excitement, which on closer examination was
nothing” (141).
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“Come gia la sera precedente nel rione di Chiaia ... anche qui c’era un gran movimento,
un che di eccitato e straordinario, come fosse accaduto qualcosa — un assassinio, un
matrimonio, una vincita, la fuga di due cavalli, una visione —, ma poi, accostandosi, non
era nulla”1?¢ (152). The passage is again built as a climax: the “great commotion” that
strikes the narrator at the beginning is at first supposedly clarified by a series of images
accumulated through asyndeton and packed into an incident (“a murder, a wedding, a
victory, two horses breaking loose, a vision”); then, as usual, the climax fades, and the
extreme vitality dissolves into nothingness (“but... it was nothing”), repeating the
figurative scheme of the superimposition of life and death. Then one of the longest
descriptions begins: “La plebe dall'informe faccia riempiva questa strada meravigliosa e
scendeva dai vicoli circostanti e s’affacciava a tutte le finestre, mischiandosi alla folla
borghese, come un’acqua nera, fetida, scaturita da un buco nel suolo, correrebbe,
ingrandendosi, su un terrazzo ornato di fiori.”'?” (152) The tone is immediately high and
the plebs are metonymically characterized as having a “formless face” (though a more

literal translation would be “formless faced”), with the substantive once again used to

126 “Much like the previous evening in Chiaia, ... here, too, there was a great commotion, a feeling of
extraordinary excitement, as if something had happened — a murder, a wedding, a victory, two horses
breaking loose, a vision — but then, drawing nearer, it was nothing” [translation modified] (164).

127 “The faceless throng filled up that marvelous street and poured in from the surrounding alleys and
looked out all the windows, mingling with the bourgeois crowd the way a dark, fetid water, gushing out of
a hole in the ground, would pour, swelling, over a terrace decorated with flowers” (164).
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express a quality; the insistence on the metonymy is stressed by the image of the same
face “appearing at all the windows,” as if the crowd of the poor could appear at the
same time, everywhere, with a single face without traits. This same figurative feature is
maintained in the simile that transforms the human crowd into a “dark, fetid water”
invading the space, and surrounding “the crowd of the bourgeois,” which, not
surprisingly, seems not to see it: “Della presenza di questa plebe, non era nessun segno
sulle facce dei borghesi, eppure essa era una cosa terribile”!?® (152). Thus, in response to
the material effects of the “napoletanita,” which La Capria described as “a form of
compassion,” the narrator seems to accentuate, in what follows, her hyperbolical
description as if to pierce the screen of self-defense that allowed the people not to see the
horror that literally surrounded them: “Non & che vi fossero solo due o tre vecchie
madri, di quelle che si grattano il capo, trascinando uno zoccolo, coi grandi occhi rotti
dalle memorie, ma ve n’erano cento, duecento. Non e a dire che gli uomini dal petto
concavo e gli occhi loschi, le mani strette al petto, fossero cinque o sei, ma erano per lo
meno mille”'? (152). In this case, the effort to condense, which we have seen at the

center of all her descriptions, literally overflows into the critical dimension (by which I

128 “here was no acknowledgment of the presence of these lower classes on the faces of the bourgeoisie, but it
was still a terrible thing” (164).

129 “Tt wasn’t just two or three old mothers, the kind who scratch their heads, dragging a lame foot, their big
eyes dulled by memories—there were a hundred, two hundred. There weren’t five or six men with concave
chests and shifty eyes, their hands crossed over their chests, but at least a thousand” (164).
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mean, here, the forced insistence on the significant, that destroys the mimetic illusion),
through the conjunction of the negative construction of the two sentences “non e che ...
ma,” to the hyperbolic use of numbers, not to mention the abrupt juxtaposition of trivial
images (“trascinando uno zoccolo”) that really could be called neo-realist in style, and
the high tone of a clause like “occhi rotti dalle memorie.” If this rhetorical intensification,
as we have seen, points to an excess of tension and anxiety generated by the object, the
disconnection itself is evidently not enough to compensate for it; or, better, precisely in
order not to lose the potentiality of this liberated intensity, the narrator goes on to
position the point of view in the impersonal openness of the second person plural: “E se
aveste cercato ... sareste stato abbondantemente appagato. ... Se poi aveste voluto
incontrare ... sareste rimasto atterrito dalla loro quantita”'*® (152-153. Although the use
of the second person plural with an impersonal function sounds fairly strange, it is still
acceptable in Italian. Here, however, she uses it as a “voi” form of courtesy in the
masculine (typical of southern Italy), as it is evident by the grammatical agreement with
the singular of the apodosis “sareste stato ... appagato” and “sareste rimasto atterrito,”
which creates a sort of rhetorical sneer, a further level of disturbance to the point of view

that loses its ground even in the impersonal.

130 “And if you had been looking ... you would have been abundantly satisfied. ... If then you had a desire
... you would have been terrified” (164-165).
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The further level, following the same pattern of the passage we have analyzed in
“Oro a Forcella,” is the lyrical meditation, in which the narrative voice reflects on this
socio-political situation using a heightened poetic tone, although often inflected with
irony (as in the case of the bureaucratic jargon):

E come, al cospetto, appariva mirabile e strana la serenita dei borghesi! Io mi
dissi che due cose dovevano essere accadute, molto tempo fa: o la plebe,
aprendosi come la montagna, aveva vomitato questa gente piu fina, che, allo
stesso modo di una cosa naturale, non aveva occhi per l’altra cosa naturale; o
questa categoria di uomini, per altro molto ristretta, aveva rinunciato, per
salvarsi, a considerare come vivente, e facente parte di sé, la plebe. Forse,
scaturite ambedue queste forze dalla natura, non era mai sorta in esse la
possibilita di considerare una rivolta alle sue sante leggi.!3! 153.

After the first exclamation, the meditation immediately undergoes an
imaginative turn, as the narrator formulates two hypotheses on the origin of the
situation. The first is characterized (ironically) by the classical topos of the mountain in
labour; it is to be noted, though, that the verb used to signify the birth is “to vomit,” thus
establishing a reference to the “digestive” contact between these two irreconcilable sides
of the population, one that touches the chord of the original motif of the “fear of the

plebs” — the cannibalism of 1799 — through which the author’s archeology reaches its

131 “And in the face of this, how wonderful and strange the serenity of the bourgeoisie appeared! I told
myself that two things must have happened a long time ago: either the people had, like the volcano, opened
up and vomited forth these more refined people, who, just like something natural, cannot see something
else that is natural; or this category of humans, which was, by the way, rather limited, had, in order to save
themselves, renounced the ability to see the common people as living beings who were a part of themselves.
Perhaps neither of these forces, born of nature, ever considered the possibility of revolt against its holy
laws” (165).
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completion. The second hypothesis formulates a “materialist” interpretation of the
ideological blindness of the bourgeoisie, although the use of “salvarsi” seem to hint at a
personal interpretation close to the one proposed by La Capria. Yet this is only one stage
in this line of reasoning, concluded by the imaginative language of the opposition
between reason and nature, the central metaphor on which the ideological structure of
the story is based. It is precisely the ironic definition of the “laws of nature” as “holy”
that pronounces here the sentence against the Neapolitan ideology, in which all
possibilities of social change are annihilated. Yet, as I have already suggested, the
importance of these meditative parts for the economy of the story lies not so much in
their content, but rather in the lyrical intensity in which the anxiety liberated by the
encounter with the object is preserved and the “original” experience of the plebs is
communicated. To be sure, the political interpretation formulated in the meditative
pieces is not ineffectual, and the same lyrical intensity is channeled in that direction (no
differently than in Malaparte’s texts), and yet, the poetic consistence of the passage
engenders a space of suspension, creates an interruption, in which the empathic
identification can pause, in a liminal dimension, as in a painting by Gargiulo, to observe
the anamorphosis of the text, through the narrative introductions, the metaliterary
reflections, the obsessive presentation of the “formless faced plebs,” and up to the lyrical

arguments.
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As we have seen, the main imagery in the story (but this applies to all other
chapters of the book as well) is the intermediate state between life and death, being
awake and asleep, awareness and unconsciousness, in which all the characters are taken,
together with the whole city and its inhabitants (as in a fairy tale). Would the “cold and
sweet voices of reason” be able to pierce through this condition? Could the political
efficacy of a literary text reside in its effort to persuade by rational arguments or by
“showing” positive examples as La Capria implied? Ortese’s book assumes a negative
answer to this question, and this is why it did not simply employ the “cold discursivity”
of reason, but rather transformed “Reason” into a mythological character at war with
“Nature.” Her text works as an inversion of the “good arguments” that, we can imagine,
have seduced her ex-colleagues away from militancy toward the acceptance of
bourgeois satisfaction, in line with the paradigm of the classical bildungsroman of their
social class. Her writing creates a space in which their shared experience of the disaster
(the war at the time of the Allied occupation), which first pushed them to participate in a
collective movement of political change, is made permanent. However, this entails
unveiling the substantial hypocrisy of the whole concept of disaster: what seemed to
happen in their lives as a sudden catastrophe was really the permanent condition of

their social system , and, in that particular case, the everydayness of the “overflowing
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crowd” of the plebs: that “dark, fetid water” surrounding them that they had somehow
never seen before. The encounter with this condition had been, instead, the core of
Ortese’s experience (this was her difference), the revelation of that physical presence, of
that mass of suffering bodies and the fear of it. Telling this would have been ineffective
(something suitable for letters and diaries of travelers from “bigger nations”): the only
possibility was to communicate the intensity of this presence, to make one live it

through the point of view of somebody lost in the crowd in Piazza Mercato.
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2 The Algerian War did not take place. Colonial
imaginary and its subversion in French cinema at the
time of the Algerian “events”: the cases of Eric Rohmer,
Guy Debord, Chris Marker, and Agnés Varda.'

Introduction. “Il faut du recul”

Paris, the last days of the German occupation in August 1944: behind the closed
window of his modest rented room in Rue Victor Cousin, in the heart of the quartier
Latin, Maurice Henri Joseph Schérer, aged 22, later known as film critic and eventual
director Eric Rohmer, observes chaotic scenes of violence in the street below. He had
moved from Tulle to Paris a few years before to attend preparatory classes at the lycée
Henri IV for the admissions to the Ecole Normale Supérieure, which he failed two times.
He had also been called to the army, from which he was dismissed almost immediately,
after the quick end of the “drdle de guerre.” He had started teaching classics in a private
high school, and, during this summer of "44, was busy writing his first novel, which
would be published by Gallimard in "46 — with no success at all. In a much later

interview, he said:

1 Parts of this chapter have been reworked for the journal article Castaldo, (n.d.) “Ideological figuration in
Rohmer’s first two Moral Tales: ‘voice of memory’, clinamen of the image, and colonial fantasies,” that has
been accepted for publication on “Studies in French Cinema.” The article is already accessible in Preview
Online: https://doi.org/10.1080/14715880.2018.1511031
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C’est précisément a cette période-la que, bloqué dans ma chambre, n’osant
mettre le nez a la vitre, j'écrivais Flisabeth. En méme temps, je me posais la
question : « Est-il possible d’écrire sur les événements présents ? » Ma réponse
était « Non, on ne peut pas, il faut du recul. » Et je n’ai pas tellement changé sur
ce point. (De Baecque and Herpe 2013, 24)

This movement of retreat, or recoil (“recul”) — we can picture the young man
withdrawing from the light of the day into the shadows of the room, ignoring screams,
bursting engines, and gun shots, returning to his blank page with slightly trembling
hands -in a way forms the central image of this chapter, as I will reflect upon how some
intellectuals of Schérer’s generation (and Schérer himself once become Rohmer) would
interact with the politics of their time at the end of the following decade (whose most
burning issue was France’s participation in the Algerian War). As for Rohmer, the
paradox lies here in the fact that, while he would pursue his creative career under the
sign of the “retreat” from the engagement of the gauchist intellectuals in the communist or
Sartrian tradition, he would be forced to meet the political issues of his time in the exact
spot where he had probably hoped to flee it: in the depiction of the private dimension of
everyday life.

Just a few meters away from the room where Rohmer was staying in "44, in '57,

the same year he would finally leave this student-like housing situation, a cinema

2 Cf. Antoine De Baecque about the politics of the authors of the Nouvelle Vague: “Quel que ffit le

« désengagement » souhaité ou la provocation hussarde ardemment désirée, montrer frontalement le
contemporain a I’écran ancrait le cinéma dans la politique. Or la politique par excellence, a cet instant, ¢’était
la guerre d’Algérie” (De Baecque 2008, 182-83)
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opened named Studio Cujas. This theater would be bought in 83 by Gérard Lebovici,
the producer and publisher of Guy Debord’s later works, in order to screen the films
Debord had realized in the past decades. The unabridged discourse that emanated from
the small theater in Rue Cujas for some years resonates strangely with the image at the
center of this chapter. As noted by Giorgio Agamben, what unavoidably strikes a reader
of Debord’s who watches his films is the interruption of the flow of image-words,
criticizing what he called the society of spectacle — and more broadly the pervasive
presence of capitalist exploitative violence — through the appearance of lyrical reflections
focusing on the author’s private life, usually in first person, told with a voiceover over
images of his own life — friends, lovers, places: “Improvvisamente, tuttavia, circa a meta
del film, la descrizione dettagliata e impietosa si arresta per lasciare il posto alla
malinconica, quasi flebile evocazione di ricordi e vicende personali”® (Agamben 2014a,
12). We see here, again, what undoubtedly is a form of retreat into the private dimension
of everyday existence: yet what is the connection between this retreat and the politics
discussed all around it? Agamben chose to put this paradox at the beginning of the last
installment of Homo sacer, L'uso dei corpi, published in 2014:

Vi e qui come una contraddizione centrale, di cui i situazionisti non sono riusciti
a venire a capo e, insieme, qualcosa di prezioso che esige di essere ripreso e

3 “Unexpectedly, however, around the middle of the film, the detailed and merciless description stops and is
replaced by the melancholic, almost mournful evocation of personal memories and events” (Agamben 2016,
xvi).
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sviluppato — forse 1'oscura, inconfessata coscienza che 1'elemento genuinamente
politico consista proprio in questa incomunicabile, quasi ridicola clandestinita
della vita privata. (Agamben 2014a, 11)*

The new French cinema emerging at the end of the fifties, belonging to what has
been defined the nebula (De Baecque 2008, 170) of the Nouvelle Vague, largely bases its
political take on a contemporaneous, new value attached to the experience of the “true”
everyday life of the young generation. Such adherence to a trivial level of existence was
considered at the time, from a leftist perspective, to be a sign of detachment from direct
political engagement — which would need, according to socialist realism’s standards (in
a broad sense), the direct exemplarity of a fiction serving a militant objective: “On a
surtout dit, sur le moment, qu’elle voulait se situer ailleurs, hors du champ social et
politique, et que cela n’était pas tres responsable, moralement et politiquement, au
moment ou1 'armée torturait en Algérie” (De Baecque 2008, 153). On the other hand,
from a conservative perspective, those films were accused of perpetrating a nihilistic,
immoral disruption of traditional values: “A droite, c’était une morale et un univers
libertin que I'on réprouvait ; a gauche, la gratuité, I'inutilité et le désengagement” (De

Baecque 2008, 157). Both takes agreed on the point that this new cinema “has nothing to

+ “Here there is something like a central contradiction, which the Situationists never succeeded in working
out, and at the same time something precious that demands to be taken up again and developed — perhaps
the obscure, unavowed awareness that the genuinely political element consists precisely in this
incommunicable, almost ridiculous clandestinity of private life.” (Agamben 2016, xv)

113



say” (“Un cinéma ‘qui n’a rien a dire’, voila le coeur des attaques lancés contre une
Nouvelle Vague désengagée.” (De Baecque 2008, 153)). Indeed, what political value can
be ascribed to such a focus on everyday life, even beyond the political intentions of each
director? What can be inferred from the traces these films bear of the most difficult

political issue of the time, that is, the Algerian War, going on between 1954 and 19627

In this chapter I will focus on the epochal “catastrophe” the Algerian War
represented for the nationalist mindset, which forced a conservative intellectual like
Rohmer to question his own worldview, and, in particular, his vision of cinema as a
genuine “western” art form. I will examine his first films belonging to the series of the
Six contes moraux, arguing that his typical politically disengaged attitude, depicting the
private affairs of young people (in tune with the poetic of the Nouvelle Vague), is
shaped as an ideological compensation in which the colonial fantasy of dominion is
transfigured into the romantic relationship between man and woman, where the woman
occupies the position of the despised “colonial object.” Particularly important for my
analysis will be the reading of the formal construction of his films, based on the use of a
memorial perspective where the voice-over is used as a device to impose meaning on the
story and its characters. At the same time, I will examine the formal elements in his films

that seem to express a self-deconstructive impulse, which imposes on the audience a
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different, ecstatic, impersonal experience — in many ways similar to the one we have
seen emerging in the previous chapter — that contradicts the ideological perspective,
producing an effacement of the certainties on which the point of view was built. From
this point of departure, I will analyze films of the same years that develop a similar
deconstructive experience, where the ideological reconstruction of the colonial mindset
is exposed and defused. In particular, I will focus on Chris Marker and Pierre Lhomme’s
film essay Le Joly mai, and on Debord’s first short films, where many elements that
would determine Rohmer’s films are already overturned and exposed, and where the
dominance of the “memorial perspective” is defused through the surrender to the
dimension of the “clandestinity” of everyday life. I will then turn to a reading of
Rohmer’s Le sign du lion, realized some years before his first Moral tales, in order to
show how there, the liberating potentialities he would later suffocate were still alive and
open to the possibility of further development. I will conclude with Agnes Varda’s Cléo
de 5 a7, in order to analyze it as a counterpoint to the ideological closure called to

compensate for the colonial defeat.

2.1 Censorship

Before responding to the previous questions, we need to look at the historical

conditions under which young French authors were making films between the end of
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the fifties and the beginning of the sixties. The most notable issue is the presence of
strong censorship built on a vague principle, that is, avoiding any disruption to public
order.® A decree issued in July "45 charged a board of 14 members (Commission de
Controle des Films Cinématographiques) with the responsibility of allowing films to be
distributed: interdictions could be total, be limited to some portion to be cut, or involve a
restriction for viewers under 16 years old. The board was initially supposed to be
equally divided between ministerial officials and representatives of the professions
linked to cinematic production, yet the balance was quickly disrupted in favor of the
ministerial side, with substitution of members of the second group with representatives
of conservative associations (families, Catholics, etc.). Rather than being oriented toward
a defense of “morality,” this power of interdiction resisted the idea that cinema could
put at the center of public debate the most turbulent political issues of those years,
which were linked to the imperialist resilience France was opposing against
decolonizing movements in its colonies in Indochina and Africa.® Moreover, since 1961,

the system was even improved, with the introduction of a preliminary approval

5 “Face a ces audaces, la commission de censure se reporte aux critéres de I'ordonnance de 1945 pour fonder
ses décisions, notamment les ‘risques des troubles de I'ordre public’. Extrémement vague, cette notion d’
‘ordre public’ permet surtout de réprimer un courant de plus en plus vivace chez les jeunes cinéastes:
I’anticolonialisme en général et la critique de la guerre d’ Algérie en particulier.” (Dehée 2000, 25)

6 “Si elle est relativement libérale en matiere morale, elle I'est beaucoup moins en matiere

politique.” (Gaston-Mathé 1997, 34)
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indispensable to the access to public funding for the production.” Yet this last measure
was hardly necessary, since the simple possibility of interdiction for any product that
would deal with contemporary political problems — and not necessary in a critical way,
the simple mention was often enough — was able to discourage any producer from
embarking in a risky project, thus creating a pervasive effect of “preliminary
censorship.” A notorious example of the implacability — and of the implacable bétise —
that animated the machine of censorship of the agonizing French colonialism is the case
of a cinematic adaptation of Maupassant’s Bel Ami, made in 1954 by Louis Daquin,
which was blocked by the authority for two years; Daquin was eventually forced to
make significant changes to the sound track. It was not some leftist modernization of the
novel that seemed so dangerous to the board of censorship: Daquin’s film was a faithful
adaptation. What was “subversive” was the simple reference — relevant for the
development of the plot and surely not conceived by Maupassant as an attack on

imperialism — to the French invasion of Tunisia in the 1880s (which is disguised as an

7 “La commission de censure a un droit de vie et de mort commerciale sur les films soumis a son contrdle.
L’avis préalable, obligatoire depuis 1961, offre un élément indicatif avant le tournage et conditionne de fait
I'obtention de financement : la commission d’agrément financier du CNC constitue une véritable précensure
économique et administrative.” (Dehée 2000, 26)
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invasion of Morocco in the novel, in order to avoid a plain reference to a delicate
political affair)®.

Among the several episodes of censorship in the fifties, the most relevant for its
inaugural value of the official opposition to a new kind of cinema, the one that will be
called Nouvelle Vague at the end of the decade, is the documentary on African art
realized in 1953 by Chris Marker and Alain Resnais, Les statues meurent aussi.
Commissioned by the review Présence Africaine in 1950, and originally intended to be an
art documentary of the genre Alain Resnais had been practicing since the end of the
previous decade (Van Gogh, 1948, Guernica, 1950, Gauguin, 1950), the project evolved into
an explicit anti-colonialist film, whose third part begins with Marker’s commentary,
“C’est que nous sommes les martiens de I’Afrique,” over a sequence of images showing
a “Martian” landing: a car transported on a row-raft on an African river, a locomotive

advancing on an African landscape, an European lady descending from a train coach

§ From the website of Science Po’s project devoted to censorship in French cinema: “Résistant communiste,
Louis Daquin a tourné en 1948 un film réaliste socialiste a la francgaise, « Le point du jour », sur les mineurs
de fond. En 1954, il réalise en Autriche, en deux versions (en frangais et en allemand), une adaptation du
roman de Maupassant. Mais a la fin de 'année, la commission de contréle refuse I’autorisation et le CNC
retire au film la nationalité francaise : les « événements d’Algérie » trouvent un écho dans le film, situé a
I'époque de la conquéte francaise du Maroc [sic]. Les discussions se poursuivent en 1955, des coupures sont
demandées et acceptées, mais l'interdiction est maintenue et I’opposition porte le débat devant 1’ Assemblée :
va-t-on censurer Maupassant ? ... Quand le film sort enfin en 1957, les dialogues ne portent plus aucune
mention géographique : I’ Afrique est devenue « la-bas » ; les territoires algériens, « les territoires alliés » ;
I’annexion du Maroc, « I'expédition punitive » ; les Marocains... « les plantes exotiques. »”

http://www .sciencespo.fr/bibliotheque/statique/censure-cinema/france/affiches/pages/06belami.html
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greeted by white men in colonial uniforms. In 1953 the Hollywood film adaptation of
H.G. Wells” The War of the Worlds by Byron Haskin was also released, which was
anticipated by the famous radiophonic adaptation by Orson Wells in 1938. Chris
Marker’s words were indeed resonating with the science fiction recurring image of a
sudden invasion of an overwhelming alien force that could take over the Earth thanks to
its superior technology and level of civilization (which has since been a source of
inspiration for many kinds of fictions, novels, stories, films, tv shows, videogames). He
was using a very powerful image, known to everybody in those years, operating a
simple detournement able to make everybody see, beyond ideological commonplaces,
what kind of horror colonization had been for the nations of Africa and for other
colonized lands; moreover, he was showing how popular culture had transformed and
distorted the fear that the establishing act of modern imperialism — on which western
wealth had been built — could be turned against the perpetrator as a form of
punishment. That tactic was too strong and too smart. The film was never shown,
beyond clandestine projections, until 1968 (that is when France had given up Indochina
and Algeria for years).

Even Resnais’ famous film on concentration camps, Nuit et Brouillard (1955), had

to face censorship not only for its reference to French complicity in the deportation of the
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Jews, but also for Resnais” mention of French colonialism.® This link between collusion
and colonialism appears extremely meaningful in light of the fact that the head of the
Paris Police, Maurice Papon, a sort of French Bava Beccaris,'® was finally convicted and
imprisoned not for the brutality of his force, for the tortures and murders of Algerian
workers — the most infamous episodes occurring on October 17, 1961), the so-called Paris
Massacre, and February 8, 1962) the Massacre of the Métro Charonne — but because of
his proven complicity in the deportation of Jewish citizens from Bordeaux at the time of
the German occupation.

“Quarante titres sont censurés de 1953 a 1962 dont une vingtaine interdits de
1954 a 1957. Entre 1952 et 1959, 105 films que les auteurs refusent de modifier ne
peuvent sortir sur les écrans ou doivent subir une longue période de purgatoire”
(Gaston-Mathé 1997, 36). Among this censured production it is possible to find a vast

variety of items: the militant, explicitly anti-colonialist documentaries René Vautier (a

9 Cf. Gaston-Mathé 1997, 37.

10 Fiorenzo Bava Beccaris (1831-1924), known as Bava “il beccaio” (the gravedigger), general of the Italian
army who, on May 8, 1898, gave the order to shoot canons on rioting people in Milan (demonstrators were
protesting the rising price of bread), killing 80 (underestimated death poll provided at the time by official
sources). For this deed, he was decorated with the prestigious Cross of the Military Order of Savoy by the
King Umberto I (just like his future colleague Papon got the Legion of Honour from De Gaulle). It was the
offense represented by this decoration that pushed the anarchist Gaetano Bresci (1869-1901) to quit Paterson
(N]), where he was an immigrant working as a weaver, to go back to Italy to kill the king — which he did on
July 29, 1900. Despite the bad luck he had brought to the throne, Bava Beccaris had a brilliant career and
became senator. He was still alive in 1922 when he counseled king Vittorio Emanuele III to appoint Benito
Mussolini as prime minister.
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former French Resistance member) made in Algeria, working directly on the side of the
Front de Liberation National (FLN): Une nation, I’Algérie (realized with Jean Lods and
Sylvie Blanc in 1955); Algérie en flammes (1957-1958),!! a film of propaganda in favor of
the FLN showing the activity of Algerian partisans and the brutality of French reaction;!2
the film Pierre Clément was making in 1958, L’ALN au combat, which was aborted
because the director was taken prisoner by the French army;'* Octobre a Paris, by Jacques
Panijel, an important documentary work about the massacre of October 17, 1961, when a
demonstration of Algerian immigrants protesting the curfew in Paris was brutally
repressed by the police who killed around two hundred and fifty people. However, a
broadly pacifist film like Autant-Lara’s Tu ne tueras point (1961) — the author was surely
not subversive — was also affected by the interdiction.!*

As for the Nouvelle Vague “nebula,” the most notable case is Jean-Luc Godard’s
second feature, Le Petit soldat, made in 1960, which could be released only in 1963.

Godard’s was one of the few films of those years — apart from the aforementioned

11 Vautier edited the film in East Germany, a country where no French Embassy was present.

12 Back in France after the amnesty of ‘66, Vautier was finally able to make a fiction film on the Algerian
War, presenting in 1972 at the Cannes festival Avoir vingt ans dans les Aures, which received the Prix de la
critique international.

13 Cf. De Baecque 2008, 184.

14 As summed up by De Baecque: “Claude Autant-Lara, ... vieil adversaire de la Nouvelle Vague, mais
volontiers iconoclaste, se lanca dans un film pacifiste, L'Objecteur, manifeste antiguerre. Les autorités
francaises dénoncerent le film quand il fut présenté a la Mostra de Venise, en 1961, sous le titre Tu ne tueras
point, sous pavillon yougoslave. Puis il fut censuré jusqu’en 1963, ne sortant finalement qu’amputé de treize
séquences.” (De Baecque 2008, 184).
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militant documentaries conceived for a clandestine audience — that put the Algerian War
at the center of the plot. Other examples were James Blue’s Les oliviers de la justice (1962),
Resnais’s Muriel (1963), and Alain Cavalier’s L'Insoumis (1964), yet all of them were
made or released after the Evian Agreement in March 1962, which formally put an end
to the war — although unrests and terrorist activities continued for several months.
However, the films that in different ways bear traces of the war (again, all released after
the Evian agreement, apart from the documentary Cronique d’un été by Jean Rouch and
Edgar Morin, released in 1961, the first example of cinéma-verité) are more numerous and
most of them are close to the Nouvelle Vague phenomenon. Alain Cavalier’s Le combat
dans 1'1le (1962), Chris Marker’s Le Joli Mai (1962), Robert Enrico’s La belle vie (1963),
Jacques Rozier’s Adieu Philippine, Agnes Varda’s Cléo de 5 a 7 (1963), and Jacques Demy’s
Les Parapluies de Cherbourg (1964) all contain traces of the presence of the war, even if the
war in itself is displaced in the past or future, for instance using the classic topos of the
soldier returning from the war or departing for it. In the first case, the theme is the
difficulty of the re-adaptation to civil life, the persistence of trauma, the impossibility of
finding a sense of normalcy that has been lost forever. In the second case, it is the drama

of the broken affects, of the end of youth, of the loss of innocence.’® The ambiguity of

15 “I’absence, dont le départ et le retour du soldat sont les deux faces, est, avec la violence, I’autre clef de la
représentation qu’a donnée la cinéma des années 60 du conflit franco-algerian” (Cadé 1997, 55).
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such a treatment of a contemporary event should be immediately evident. On the one
hand, against a summary judgment of disengagement, these “traces” bear witness to a
will to address the most burning issue of the present time, despite censorship; in the
words of Antoine De Baecque:

Contrairement a un lieu commun tenace, la ‘événements’ d’Algérie sont présents
dans les films de la Nouvelle Vague. Ils n’étaient certes guére illustrés sur le
terrain méme de la guerre, ni commentés explicitement —jusqu’en 1962, la
censure frangaise veillait scrupuleusement au grain — ni méme dénoncés avec
virulence, ... Mais dans une bonne vingtaine de films, cette guerre se trouve
quasi naturellement disposée comme [’horizon traumatique d’une jeunesse qui
devait partir effectuer les ving-sept mois et vingt-sept jours de service en Algérie,
ou au contraire en revenait. [C’est moi qui souligne] (De Baecque 2008, 183)

On the other hand, the production of a “traumatic horizon” clearly means that
the trauma is displaced on the horizon, that is, in the background, effacing the real
structure of a war that appeared to be in a sense deprived of the other side, of the
enemy, of the victim, and presented itself as an incomprehensible necessity, a pure
“event” (throughout the conflict the war was publicly defined in the media as “the
events of Algeria”). Indeed, it is undeniable that the drama of the soldier forced to leave
or returning, as opposed to the imperialist war of oppression, which was itself not
thematized, might appear as a simple, stereotyped, rhetorical strategy:

Le garcon du contingent, lui, le civil en uniforme, connait plutdt la guerre comme
une épée de Damocles suspendue au-dessus de ses plaisirs (Adieu Philippine,
Jacques Rozier, sorti en 1963 mais tourné trois ans plus tot), la preuve tangible de
I'omniprésence de la mort (Cléo de cing a sept, Agnes Varda, 1962). Méme un film
d’apparence anodine comme Les Parapluies de Cherbourg, de Jacques Demy (1964),
peut aussi étre lu comme le mélodrame d’un couple brisé par le départ a la
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guerre, theme point si éloigné de ceux sur lesquels arpegent les courts métrages
“engagés”, et clandestins ... (Ory 1990, 575).

Of course, the “rhetorical strategy” is above all a way to escape censorship, a way
to pierce the imposed silence through an oblique treatment. Yet, it is also necessary to
note that opinions like the one expressed in the previous quotation by Pascal Ory
acknowledge that the cinema emerging at the passage between the two decades,
characterized by a freer use of cinematic means (not only from a technical point of view,
but also concerning the strategy of production outside the institutional system of
tilmmaking), and by a focus on the urban everyday life of young people, hardly bore the
possibility of directly engaging with the drama of decolonization. In this sense,
censorship would work here as a simple means to displace and hide a structural
tendency of the cultural system as a whole. Yet it is not necessary to choose between two
opposite interpretations, disengagement on the one hand, or cunning, unconventional
engagement on the other: the effacement of politics with its reduction to trivial
existentiality,'® and the ineluctable — even obsessive — rediscovery of what had been
rejected in the background, both characterize the double tendency that animated the

structure shaped by the cultural machine in its new, contradictory balance.

16 “La guerre d’ Algérie s’apparente a un conflit colonial et politique, mais aussi “générationnel”: ce sont les
jeunes qui font la “sale guerre” des adultes, a leur demande et sous leurs ordres. Cette guerre est ainsi
analysée comme une violence faite a la jeunesse, et il faut de plus en plus s’attendre a un retour de baton
sous forme de révoltes et de rébellion.” (De Baecque 2009, 48)
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However, the tendency towards disengagement is more plainly evident, since it
responds directly to a request of the public, of a kind that can be reconstructed with data
and statistics. The work of censorship and self-censure did not seem, during the time of
the war and later, to foreclose an imposing demand for truth and knowledge (that was
surely present in the public, but only in a militant minority), but rather to support a
general will to minimize, to forget, to dismiss the problem. As noted by Catherine
Gaston-Mathé,

Cette guerre qui n’a pas dit son nom et semble avoir été faite par des
amnésiques, parait avoir été vécue comme un mal inévitable, mais finalement
assez peu génant. Bien qu’on puisse la considérer comme la vraie fracture de
I'apres-guerre, un sondage IFOP, réalisé en 1958, la placait au sixiéme rang des
préoccupations des Frangais et le cinéma d’alors refléte cet aveuglement.
(Gaston-Mathé 1997, 34).

Things did not change much after the end of the war, although this could be
explained as an aftermath of the defeat, of the will to forget, that is as a sort of collective
work of mourning, in the words of Benjamin Stora: “L’absence est d’abord fausse
indifférence. L'inévitable temps de latence, travail de deuil d’une guerre perdue”!”

(Stora 1997, 176).

17 “Une étude de la revue “Le Film francgais”, qui donne les chiffres d’entrées en salle, montre qu’aucun film
sur la guerre d’Algérie ne figure au box-office des cents films les plus regardés par les Francais de 1973 a
1993 ! Gérard Mordillat, qui réalise en 1988 Cher Frangin, se souvient d’'un débat, apres la projection,
réunissant des militants de gauche. Tous parlent de la censure étatique. Et lui les interroge : “ qui est allé
voir ce film lorsqu’il était en salle ? ” Cinq mains a peine se levent. “la censure c’est vous ”, dit-il” (Stora
1997, 193)
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Yet the unconventional engagement and the return of the repressed evident in
many of these films gives us the opportunity to reflect upon a political function of art
beyond the classical forms of engagement, which operates (at different degrees of
intensities) outside the opposition between avant-garde and militant realism in a wide
sense: beyond the opposition between a use of artistic means aimed at the collapse of art
and forms of life inside a new artistic-vital praxis,'® and beyond the traditional use of
mimesis to “tell a story” that might be exemplary and work in a progressive way toward
the overcoming of this society. The peculiar importance of this brief lapse of years,
between the end of the fifties and the beginning of the sixties, will become clear not a
long time later, as around May ‘68 artists and filmmakers especially (among which are
some of the people we have already met in this chapter) would start to pose the question
about the meaning and the possibility of political art. For instance, one of the leading
tigures of European cinema at the time, Jean-Luc Godard, would choose to renounce any
“bourgeois representational means,” that is, especially, the use of plot and “realistic

mimesis”!” in general (a tendency that would start with La Chinoise (1967) and be

18 Cf. Peter Biirger’s interpretation of the meaning of the Avant-Garde (Biirger 1984).

19 By this expression I mean a mimesis of reality intended in a traditional way, that is in the tradition of what
has been called “realism” in European literature. Obviously, the concept of mimesis can be claimed also by
any kind of avant-garde disruption of usual typologies or representations, and even by informal and
abstract art, by the affirmation that such anti-representations are closer to (and therefore mimetic of) the
condition of human beings in contemporary society. For example, futurists claimed to stick to a realism of a
superior kind. The classical study of the concept of mimesis in literature, Auerbach’s, has analyzed the
evolution of it up to its use in modernist literature, where it goes beyond the limits of traditional “realism”
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developed to its extreme at the beginning of the seventies in his collaboration with Jean-
Pierre Gorin). Other filmmakers, though, would continue to be politically engaged on
the side of “realistic mimesis,” with different degrees of disruption to “realism,” for
instance by the recurrence of Brechtian theories of “distanciation.” Yet between the end
of the fifties and the beginning of the sixties, in the works of the filmmakers I have
named, partly because of a general disengagement, partly because of a sort of
impossibility of avoiding disengagement when confronting that historical moment,?
politics was working in an ambiguous way, creating a space that could be placed
beyond, or before, the dichotomy I have briefly traced, and that therefore is worth being

interrogated.

2.2 The Algerian War did not take place

In a brief essay from 1984, titled Mai 68 n’a pas eu lieu, Deleuze and Guattari

wrote:

Il y a eu beaucoup d’agitations, de gesticulation, de paroles, de bétises,
d’illusions en 68, mais ce n’est pas ce qui compte. Ce qui compte, c’est que ce fut
un phénomene de voyance, comme si une société voyait tout d'un coup ce qu’elle
contenait d’intolérable et voyait aussi la possibilité d’autre chose. (Deleuze 2003,
215-16) [Italics are mine]

(Woolfe, Joyce). Yet its use has gone far beyond this, making it an almost useless concept as a literary
category.
20 Cf. De Baecque 2008, 182.
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Commenting on this passage, Dork Zabunyan noted that the use of the words
voyance and intolérable are linked to Deleuze’s theorization of cinema, and in particular to
the passage between the so-called movement-image and time-image, as presented in the
tinal chapter of the first book on cinema, and in the first chapter of the second one.

Le voyant, c’est celui qui échappe au scheme sensori-moteur, a ce systeme
d’action et de réaction qui définit I'image-mouvement ; il désigne cet étre sans
réaction devant les événements qui lui arrivent (que Deleuze assimile au motif
de « I'intolérable »), mais ce qu'il voit a valeur de connaissance, non de simple
reconnaissance. (Zabunyan 2011, 473)

Zabunyan concluded that Deleuze’s theorization of cinema, as developed in his
university courses at the beginning of the eighties and in the two subsequent volumes,
has an important point of departure from his reflections on the political “event” of Mai
68, something which would be also true for other philosophers of the time such as
Foucault and Ranciere. This would mean that the cinematic art, its political value, would
be for these philosophers a sort of continuation of the failed — or, better, interrupted —
revolutionary politics of Mai 68. For Deleuze, in particular, according to Zabunyan, a
theoretical hint to formulate the link between the revolutionary event and artistic
expression had been provided by the reflection about English romanticism formulated
in a book by Paul Rozenberg, a professor at Paris 7 at the time, titled Le romantisme
anglais ou le défi des voulnerables (Larousse, 1973), which elaborated on poetic
“clairvoyance” as a reaction to the intolerability of society, as it was perceived at the

time of the French Revolution (with its historical antecedent in the English Revolution of
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the seventieth century). The collision of the two concepts (voyance and intolérable) gave
rise to the modern reworking of the concept of the “sublime,” which was linked to the
French Revolution by Edmund Burke. However, Rozenberg’s book has its source in a
contemporary revolutionary event, that is, Mai 68, about which the author had
published a book in Italian, Vivere in Maggio (Einaudi, 1969), in autumn of the following
year. Mai 68 appears to be here a kind of bending in the space-time, where politics peaks
and fails, leaving an empty space — a place that political actors failed to take over (it did
not “take place”) — which was immediately reconquered by aesthetics, as it happens in
the reflections on poetry by Rozenberg, and in the theorization of cinematic images by
Deleuze. Mai 68 and its riots have been a moment of voyance, of knowledge. Knowledge
of what? Of the real condition of modern society, just like the one supposedly reached
by romanticism:

L’idée d’une seule et méme misere, intérieure et extérieure, dans le monde et
dans la conscience, ¢’était déja I'idée du romantisme anglais, sous sa forme la
plus noire, notamment chez Blake ou Coleridge : les gens n’accepteraient pas
l'intolérable si les mémes « raisons » qui le leur imposaient du dehors ne
s’insinuaient en eux pour les faire adhérer du dedans. Selon Blake, il y avait la
toute une organisation de la misére, dont la révolution américaine pourrait peut-
étre nous sauver. (Deleuze 1983, 282)

The discovery of this “organization of misery” determines (and is determined
by) all the forms typified by Deleuze as the overcoming of the movement-image, that is
the “forme-balade” (wandering without a reason, flinerie), weak relations, dispersive

situations, the perception of a sort of universal conspiracy, and finally the discovery of
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the “whole” as the domain of the clichés ruling the outside world and the inner life of
human beings, clichés which have the power to impose “misery,” the intolerable as the
norm (“les gens n’accepteraient pas l'intolérable si les mémes « raisons » qui le leur
imposaient du dehors ne s’insinuaient en eux pour les faire adhérer du dedans”). What
is important to understand, though, is that the act that allows this voyance is not a
generic political consciousness, but the very fact of being in the street rioting; if not in
person, at least ideally as part of a movement that expressed itself, at a certain point, in
the material action against the state, even if that action was not its most important
expression). In 1969, a year after the riots had started (they reached a peak in Italy
during the autumn of ‘69 with the workers struggle in Turin, on which I will focus at
length in the next chapter), the Italian philosopher and Germanist Furio Jesi wrote a
book about the mythological archetypes activated by the revolt, as a sudden and
momentary struggle as opposed to the enduring revolutionary process. He recognized
the danger inherent in the revolt, which, reducing the field to an absolute opposition
between good and evil, always risks degenerating into self-sacrifice and failure. Yet he
saw in the revolt a possibility of a voyance similar to the one about which Deleuze and
Guattari wrote. In the revolt one appropriates the urban space, which means that one
comes to perceive how disappropriated, how alien it is in everyday life. Jesi writes:

si puo amare una citta, si possono riconoscere le sue case e le sue strade nelle
proprie pili remote o pill care memorie; ma solo nell’ora della rivolta la citta &
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sentita veramente come la propria citta: propria, poiché dell’io e al tempo stesso
degli “altri”; propria, poiché campo di una battaglia che si & scelta e che la
collettivita ha scelto; propria, poiché spazio circoscritto in cui il tempo storico e
sospeso e in cui ogni atto vale di per se stesso, nelle sue conseguenze
assolutamente immediate. Ci si appropria di una citta fuggendo o avanzando
nell’alternarsi delle cariche, molto pit1 che giocando da bambini per le sue strade
o passeggiandovi pill tardi con una ragazza. Nell’ora della rivolta non si e piu
soli nella citta.?! (Jesi 2000, 25).

Only the revolt, as a collective event, can produce true appropriation — that is,
true knowledge — of the city as a historical, social formation. Yet in its failure, the revolt
consumes its own space, (“it did not take place”), and this space gets taken over by
aesthetic expression: for Deleuze, a thought-action becomes a thought-image. Thus, a
dimension of aesthetics substitutes direct political action and somehow starts to assume
the burden of keeping politics alive in years of reaction. What is important to note, for
now, is that this kind of political art gets charged with an extremely heavy expectation,
which probably deems it in turn to a structural failure, by which I mean that failing is
somehow part of its nature. This can be exemplified by a reproach Guy Debord made to
an article published in the militant journal Socialisme ou barbarie in 1961 by S. Chatel

(pseudonym of Sébastien de Diesbach), in which Godard’s A bout de souffle had been

2 “You can love a city, you can recognize its houses and its streets in your remotest or dearest memories; but
only in the hour of revolt is the city really felt as your own city — your own because it belongs to the I but at
the same time to the ‘others’; your own because it is a battlefield that you have chosen and the collectivity
too has chosen; your own because it is a circumscribed space in which historical time is suspended and in
which every act is valuable in and of itself, in its absolutely immediate consequences. One appropriates a
city by fleeing or advancing, charging and being charged, much more than by playing as a child in its streets
or strolling through it with a girl. In the hour or revolt, one is no longer alone in the city.” Translation by
Alberto Toscano (Jesi 2014, 54-55).

131



praised for its progressive value as political art.”2 Debord violently opposed to such an
extremist view that “la révolution n’est pas “montrer” la vie aux gens, mais les faire
vivre” (Debord 2006, 561). He is clearly contrasting the concept of a “situation” as an
artificial event generating political consequences with the “mere” creation of a work of
art, thus denying any value at all to the work of the artist. Yet, if we reflect upon the fact
that even Debord and his situationist comrades (for the brief time each of them had the
opportunity of being such, before being purged by the “unofficial” leader) had to accept
the minimal compromise of producing some “works” — extremist and outside of the
parameters of official artistic or academic channels as they may have been — the
dichotomy between “montrer” and “faire vivre” appears to be something like the
imposition of an impossible stake for the “political” work of art, a sort of asymptote
which it can approach indefinitely, but can never reach: the “make live” becomes an
asymptotic point where the work should dissolve by transforming itself into direct
political action — but somehow without ceasing to be a “work.” We can perceive here the

desperation implicit in any attempt to define or “do” pure political art, and the same

2 “Pour la premiére fois dans ce pays quelqu’un a fait un film sans intention de mystification, mais dans le
but de placer les gens devant leur propre vie ; ... La vie c’est d'abord I’existence quotidienne. Dans « A bout
de souffle » une chambre d’hotel ressemble pour une fois a une chambre d’hotel, une rue a une rue, un
policier a un policier. ... Si la signification d’ « A bout de souffle » semble ne pas se laisser résumer c’est
aussi parce que le but de ce film est justement d’inspirer une critique du délire culturel dans lequel nous
vivons, du déluge de mots dont on recouvre le moindre aspect de la réalité, de I'incapacité que nous avons
de laisser parler les choses.” (Chatel 1960, 104-5).
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time, we can perceive how close this idea is to the concept of “narrative experience” at
the center of this work.

I will now go back to the brief span of years at the center of this chapter, in which
the main political event was not Mai 68, but the Algerian War. If the former showed,
according to Deleuze and Guattari, contemporary society as the “intolerable,” creating a
special kind of clairvoyance able to perceive and refuse it (this refusal being the starting
point of the revolt), what was the role of the latter? Evidently, the Algerian War showed
another kind of “intolerable,” but one that was negated more than refused. It showed
the “intolerable” as a denial, as an absence. We have seen that the vast majority of films
contemporary with the war or ones that made reference to it did so allusively, without
placing it center stage, or invoking it by its absence (for example, the soldier about to
leave or just returned from “la-bas”). In order to understand this inclusive absence, I will
briefly analyze the first films? of a director who did not mention the Algerian War at all;
yet, as  have suggested, he can be considered to be in a particular relation to his present
time, as he is a figure of the artist engaged in his own retrait: Eric Rohmer. Focal points
of this analysis will be the intolerable and the clairvoyance that makes it possible, which

are doubled by a shadowy pair of foci, forgetting and memory. These two couples,

23 ]t is not entirely correct to define the three films I will analyze as Rohmer’s first films. He had previously
made some shorts and even a feature, Les Petites filles modeles (1952), although this one has been lost since the
fifties and was never released.
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however, do not possess any symmetry: both the intolerable and the clairvoyance pertain

to forgetting, while memory seems to oppose, here, all of them as a whole.

2.3 Ideological figuration in Rohmer’s first two Moral Tales:
“voice of memory,” swerve of the image, and colonial fantasies.

The films I will address are the first two instalments of Rohmer’s “Six Moral
Tales”: La Boulangere de Monceau (The Bakery Girl from Monceau, 1962), and La Carriere de
Suzanne (Suzanne’s Career, 1963)*; then I will go back to Le Signe du lion (The Sign of the
Leo, 1959), shot when the war was still ongoing, whereas the other two were realized
after the Evian agreements. Nevertheless, it was exactly in the years 1962 and 1963 that
the Algerian War had, so to speak, its major effects on Rohmer’s life, since his attitude
towards it (that is absolute silence, masking a pro French-Algeria, conservative attitude)
as rédacteur en chef of the Cahiers du Cinéma, was one of the main catalysts for the sort of
“putsch,” led by Jacques Rivette, that ended with the dismissal of Rohmer from the
journal he had dominated for years (since 1957) in June 1963. The story of this putsch
that caused a break in the historical group of the “young Turks” of the Cahiers is told by
Antoine De Baecque and Noel Herpe in their biography of the director, where it is

possible to find an accurate reconstruction of Rohmer’s conservative political ideology

24 Which were a short and a medium-length movie respectively.
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during those years. This ideology was, however, perfectly coherent with the milieu of
the Cahiers out of which the Nouvelle Vague emerged. As De Baecque has showed,? the
young critics of the Cahiers, Truffaut, Godard, Rivette, Chabrol, and Rohmer (who was a
decade older than most of them)?®, were essentially oriented on the right,?” fascinated by
the so called “Hussarde” literature, which can be characterized as a dandy-esque
approach to right wing politics, disengaged from official politics — and proposing an
anti-communist, anti-Sartrean, anti-Gaullist, “anti-conformist” reactionary worldview
(De Baecque 2008, 147-51). Their aesthetics, which became the one typical of the Cahiers
at the end of the fifties, was oriented towards formal values more than content — which,
again, was a scandal for the leftist critique of the time. Nevertheless, this “Hussarde”
impulse faded away as the group of the Cahiers started to gain true popularity through
their first films, Chabrol’s Le Beau Serge (1958), Truffaut’s Les 400 coups (The 400 Blows,

1959), Godard'’s A bout de souffle, Rivette’s Paris nous appartient (Paris belongs to us, 1961 —

%5 In the chapter on the Nouvelle Vague in his L'Histoire Camera.

26 To whom one should add the name of Paul Gégauff, who was not a critic, but a sort of model for the
group for his lifestyle and ideology. He also worked as the main screenwriter for Chabrol for certain years.
As we will see, he will be the main source of inspiration for Rohmer’s The Sign, and a central figure for the
elaboration of his personal ideology.

27 In the words of Jean Pavulesco, a Romanian fascist, member of the OAS, which was close to the group of
the Cahiers for a certain time (in A bout the souffle, Godard gives his name to the writer played by Jean-Pierre
Melville, and an allusion to him can also be found in Rohmer’s Le sign): “Ce groupe a toujours été
d’extréme-droite, sauf Rivette. Bien siir, rien n’était crié sur les toits, mais dans notre baratin, entre nous,
c’était clair. Gégauff I'était par pose, Godard par dandysme, Truffaut était fasciné par les collaborateurs, de
véritables héros pour lui, Schérer [Rohmer] était un grand mystique, catholique et royaliste. Quand,
quelques années plus tard, il a fallu montrer sa sensibilité politique au grand jour, ils se sont tous débinés,
c’était instinctif chez eux, et le ton d'extréme-droite s’est effacé” (De Baecque and Herpe 2013, 86).
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made in 1958). Thus, especially in connection with the increasingly dramatic situation in
Algeria, and then with the massacres of 61 and 62, Rohmer’s attitude became untenable
for the majority of the group. Although at the beginning of the sixties Rohmer had
stopped plainly expressing his political opinions, they were clear enough for everybody
to see. De Baecque and Herpe report a meaningful collage of disturbingly racist
thoughts expressed by the author across the fifties in articles published in the Cahiers:

En pleine période de décolonisation, a 'heure ot les “événement d”Algerie”
tournent a la guerre de libération, les positions rohmériennes sur I'occidentalité
du cinéma prennent un tour franchement réactionnaire. ... «le cinéma n’est pas
fait pour les enfants mais pour les vieux et solides civilisés que nous sommes. »
[Cahiers, February 1955] Rohmer voit par exemple dans Hollywood la cité
antique ou la Florence de la Renaissance, une « terre de création classique et
spirituelle » [December 1955], celle de I'Occident. ... S’appuyant sur le dogme
des « grandes nations créatrices », le critique voit dans le septiéme art une

« revanche de I'Occident » [Mars 1953], comme il écrit dans une analyse du Tabou
de Murnau. (De Baecque and Herpe 2013, 83)

According to Rohmer, the beauty of this film is due to the genius of the director
who was able to occidentalize and transfigure the natives. In an article published in
November 1955, whose title “Le celluloid et le marbre” should immediately suggest the
classic nature of cinema, Rohmer states:

Vous avez peu de chances de manier habilement ce jouet ingrat [cinema], si le
méridien et le parallele de votre naissance ne vous ont doté d'un épais passé ou
vous appuyer. Nous sommes les plus aptes au cinéma, nous Occidentaux, parce
que I'écran répugne a l'artifice, et que nous avons un sens plus aigu du naturel.
... On aura peine a me convaincre qu’'une race éprise des jeux du stade n’est pas
plus conforme au canon de 1'espéce que celle qui s’adonne aux exercices du yoga.
Ce qui m’importe, c’est qu'une civilisation, la notre, ait volontairement confondu
les notions du beau idéal e de nature et qu’elle ait atteint, par 1a méme, a une
indiscutable universalité. [November 1955] (De Baecque and Herpe 2013, 83-84)
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The authors note here that this kind of ideology claiming the superiority of
western culture and tradition — extending beyond a fascination for a classical ideal of an
aggressive imperialist attitude — derives from some racist thinkers of the nineteenth
century, like Arthur de Gobinaeu, Gustave Le Bon, Cesare Lombroso, and Charles
Maurras. As for the contradiction between this kind of ideology and the necessity — for a
film critic — to acknowledge the indisputable value of some nonwestern films that
started to be popular at the time: “de fait, selon lui [Rohmer], un cinéaste non occidental
ne peut accéder a la beauté qu’a travers 'adoption des regles et des valeurs
occidentales.” To conclude, “Le regard critique sur la colonisation et attentive sur
l’ailleurs, Rohmer non seulement 1'ignore mais le rejette : le cinéma, en un mot, n’a rien a
apprendre des « nationalités opprimées » [August 1956]” (De Baecque and Herpe 2013,
84).

If Rohmer was certainly more cautious in expressing his opinions toward the end
of the fifties — under his direction the Cahiers became completely politically disengaged —
his ideology did not change much, since, albeit with some apparent distancing, he
allowed the publication of articles sticking to the same racist tone of his older
interventions (De Baecque and Herpe 2013, 146-50), and this was one of the main issues
about which Rivette reproached him. Rivette, the leading figure beyond the putsch,

could not forgive him the open disengagement of the journal on the Algerian issue — the
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Cahiers was probably the only film journal to have never mentioned it in those years (De
Baecque and Herpe 2013, 150) — and the appearance of certain articles signed by
conservative personalities, which signalled a clearly right-wing and even racist
conception of cinema. Therefore, in December 1962, Rivette published an article in the
Cahiers openly attacking the editorial line of the journal (De Baecque and Herpe 2013,
149).

Even if politics appears to be the main reason beyond Rohmer’s dismissal, it is
necessary to remember that the group of the Cahiers had been critical towards his
direction since 1961, because he never openly supported the Nouvelle Vague and his
tilms when the official critique, at the beginning of the sixties, started to attack it
violently. Maneuvers to remove Rohmer started in the summer of 1962 (while he was
shooting, on the weekends, the first of the Six Moral Tales, La Boulangere de Monceau),
and were led by Doniol-Valcroze (one of the owners of the journal), along with Truffaut,
Rivette, Pierre Kast, and Godard (the latter being relatively less engaged on the issue
((De Baecque and Herpe 2013, 121-30)). Rohmer knew about this, but for several months
he “fought back” and believed he could still keep his job. When he started working on

La carriere de Suzanne, in February 1963,?® he was about to lose his position as rédacteur en

28 The film was shot during several weekends between Febraury and November 1963.
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chef of the journal he had helped bring to success, which finally happened on May 30.
This was more than an intellectual defeat, since he depended on the job for his living
and providing for his family: indeed, he subsequently went through a period of
uncertainty, overcome only several months later when he began a collaboration with the
state television.

Although his attitude toward the Algerian War had such an important impact on
his private life, not even in the following years did he ever mention it. Yet, if we look
closer at those two films, made in such a difficult moment for the director, it is possible
to examine the ideological “figures” through which he was dealing with it. Evidently,
Rohmer used such ideological constructions to preserve his own self-understanding as a
“western intellectual” in a time in which the historical crisis was compromising both his
racist world view based on colonial domination and his own social position. In Political
Unconscious Fredric Jameson has argued that “the production of aesthetic or narrative
form is to be seen as an ideological act in its own right, with the function of inventing
imaginary or formal “solutions” to unresolvable social contradictions” (Jameson 1996,
64). My hypothesis is that the narrative form of Rohmer’s films of this period follows a

compensatory fantasy that works as a protective screen, whose purpose is to preserve
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the author’s ideological sleep.? At the same time, as we will see, the political conflict
disturbing the historical moment is able to pierce through this screen in many ways,
imbuing his aesthetic constructions with self-deconstructive elements.

La Boulangere® is the story of a law student (who is also the narrator in voice-
over), played by Barbet Schroeder (who, at the age of 21, had also started work on the
film as Rohmer’s producer), who becomes obsessed with a young woman, Sylvie
(Michele Girardon), whom he constantly come across in the streets he walks through
every day to go to dinner with a friend. When he finally comes to know her, thanks to a
lucky circumstance, she suddenly disappears from the neighborhood. He restlessly
walks the streets where he used to meet her, for several days, but with no results.
During his daily stops at a bakery, he flirts with an 18 year old girl, Jacqueline (Claudine
Soubrier), who works there as a shopping assistant, and he is able to push her to agree to
a date. Nevertheless he plainly states that he does not consider her to be on the same
social level as himself, and he is even scandalized by the fact that she could think that he
might like her: “Ce qui me choquait, ce n’était pas que je puisse lui plaire, moi, mais

qu’elle ait pu penser qu’elle pouvait me plaire, elle, de quelque fagon. J’avais envie de la

2 In a way, this is a specular inversion of the sleep in which are entrapped, as we have seen in last chapter,
the “Southern populations.”

3 Shot during several weekends in the summer of 62, with even less financial means than the following film,
and with two different 16 mm amateur cameras that could produce a shot no longer than 20 seconds.
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pousser dans ses retranchements, afin de la punir de s’étre frottée au loup.” The same
day, though, half an hour before his date with the girl, he randomly meets Sylvie, who,
it turns out, had had an accident and could not walk for days, but constantly observed
him coming and going around the bakery, which was situated in front of her windows;
she had therefore concluded that he knew she lived there and was constantly there for
her — which, as we know, was not true. He immediately decides not to go on the date
with the bakery girl and invites Sylvie to dinner instead. Six months later they marry.

As we will see, the structure of the story is not too different from the one adopted
for the subsequent film: a young man seduces a young woman whom he considers to be
socially inferior, and whom he despises. He does it as a narcissistic compensation for the
loss of a woman of his same social class. However, in the end he roughly abandons her
because he finds a woman who is his social equal.

La Carriere, the film closer in time to the moment of the crisis with Cahiers, is an
account of some months in the life of Bertrand (Philippe Beuzen), a first-year pharmacy
student at the Sorbonne in Paris and the narrator of the story in voice-over. He lives in a
room on Boulevard Saint Michel, at the hotel L’Observatoire, which immediately

characterizes him as an “observer,” someone more inclined to reflection and the
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observation of others’ lives than to action.3! He has a strong relation with a friend named
Guillaume (Christian Charriere), whom he admires for his resolute attitude and success
with women. The two meet Suzanne (Catherine Sée), a young student-worker with
whom Guillaume starts an affair. Although he treats her contemptuously, absorbing his
friend in a cruel triangle in order to keep him as a witness of his triumph of her, the girl
strives to be in their company, even paying for them during several nights out, to the
point of personal bankruptcy. Meanwhile, Bertrand becomes attracted by Sophie (Diane
Wilkinson), a foreign student who appears initially inaccessible, and who is befriended
by Suzanne. At the peak of Suzanne’s fall, Bertrand comes to suspect her of having
stolen some money from him. His suspicion of Suzanne, and the subsequent search for
her, causes the young man to start a closer relationship with Sophie, who suggests that
the thief might instead be his friend Guillaume (this mystery will never be solved).
However, at the end of the academic year, Suzanne gets her “revenge,” at least in the
eyes of Bertrand, and makes an excellent marriage, while the narrator loses Sophie and
fails his exams:

Cette fille, pour qui je n’avais pu éprouver au cours de I'année qu'une espéce de
pitié honteuse, nous réglait notre compte a tous sur la ligne d’arrivée, et nous
réduisait au rang de gamins que nous étions. Coupable ou non, naive ou rusée,
apres tout, qu'importait ? En me privant du droit de la plaindre, Suzanne
s’assurait sa vraie revanche.

31 Several critics have noted this allegorical element. For example, (Albertini 1996, 136)
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This is the story of a perceived defeat: the basic narrative structure shows a
young woman “conquered” and despised, who has been seduced for “prestige” reasons
(which is demonstrated by the need Guillaume seems to feel for having his friend as a
witness to his deeds), and from whom the two young men even extort money. Finally,
Bertrand experiences the liberation of the victim as a personal failure, moreover
persuaded that she has stolen money from him.

Criticism has often noted that La Carriére represents a break in the usual scheme
that supports all the other five Moral Tales, and which could be summed up as follows:
a man is attracted by (or about to marry, or married to) a woman whom he judges to be
worthy of him, yet he is tempted by a “seducer,” before finally going back to the
“chosen one.” More in detail, in the words of Marion Vidal, the frame appears as
follows:

— un narrateur dont 1’age et la mentalité évoluent du premier au dernier conte,
mais dont les caractéristiques permanentes sont un gotit prononcé pour
I'observation psychologique, une aptitude certaine a I’auto-analyse et un évident
souci moral, « moral » étant entendu ici au sens large de « volonté d’observer
dans sa conduite un certain nombre de regles » ;

- une jeune fille ou une jeune femme correspondant plus ou moins a l'idéal
féminin du narrateur et que celui-ci finira presque toujours par épouser (2 moins
qu’ils ne soient déja mariés au début de I'histoire : voir L’ Amour I'aprés-midi) ;

- une autre jeune fille ou jeune femme qui, a I'opposé, provoque tout d’abord
chez le narrateur des sentiments allant de l'indifférence a la franche antipathie,
mais parviendra tout de méme a supplanter quelque temps la premiére dans son
esprit. (Vidal 1977, 14)
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Further in the text, Vidal proposes to call the two roles of the feminine characters
the “chosen” one and the “seducer” (this term does not fit well with the role of the
working-class woman in these first two Moral Tales, so I will not use it). Finally, she
stresses the role of the “friend of the narrator,” which often has a very important
function for the development of the plot.

However, in my opinion, La Carriere should be considered a transformation of
such a basic frame, rather than a break: both stories show the conquest of a despised
female object that is, in the end, voluntarily abandoned in favor of a superior object,
whose higher social status should allow the male subject to access adulthood. Indeed, it
is possible to read the two films as the development of the same story from a success (La
Boulangere in 1962) to a failure (La Carriere in 1963): a failure that reveals the first success
to have been illusory. The form of deviation La Carriére presents from the main structure
consists of two facts: 1) Suzanne is involved with a friend of the narrator (characterized
as a sort of negative double) and not with him, although an ambiguous relation is
established between the two, and he participates in her moral and economical
exploitation; 2) the plot fails to circle back to the return to the chosen one (Sophie). There
is not a passage to maturity, and the fault is somehow attributed to Suzanne, as if this

success should have necessarily coincided with her defeat.
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We could sum up the common elements of these two “moral tales” as follows: 1)
the possibility of exiting boyhood and accessing adulthood depends on the submission
of a lower-class woman and the agreement of an upper class woman (i.e. full virility
depends on the submission of a woman: in the first case obtained by means of
psychological violence, in the second case, supposedly consensual); 2) the relation with
the working-class woman is both narcissistic and economical. The economic element is
made evident by the fact that this relation is materialized through an exchange of
money: from the narrator to the bakery girl, Jacqueline,®? to buy meals, from Suzanne to
the narrator when she pays for him and his friend, and back from the narrator to her in
the case of the suspected theft; 3) being involved with this woman gives the narrator the
feeling of enduring an offense (moral in the case of Jacqueline, material — the theft —in
the case of Suzanne). Finally, to these three points one needs to add a “macro-structural”
element, which is 4) the envelopment of both stories in memory; indeed, they are
narrated from a perspective removed in the future, as youthful memories, although the

temporal distance is not clear.

32 “Molto interessante € anche il modo in cui si manifesta il contatto fisico dell'uomo con i corpi delle due
donne coinvolte nel suo gioco. Se con chi condivide la stessa condizione sociale (Sylvie) si tratta di uno
sfiorarsi tra pari, € il passaggio di denaro ... dalle mani dello studente a quelle della ragazza a marcare ... la
distinzione tra chi da (e puo decidere se dare o meno) e chi riceve” (Zappoli 1999, 31-32).
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Yet what is the reason beyond the transformation of the same arch-plot from a
success to a failure? Both transformational elements serve to distance the failure from
the narrator: the relation with the working-class woman is displaced and assigned to an
alter-ego friend; the final failure itself is ambiguously read as an act of malicious revenge
by the abandoned woman. If we attempt to read this transformational frame as an
ideological figuration of the author’s experience, it becomes possible to see both films as
a response to an event menacing his personal life. This event is the dismissal from the
Cahiers, which was probably doubled and superimposed onto another impending
defeat, that is, the loss of French Algeria. In turn, the loss of the colony was likely lived
as a personal defeat by Rohmer, because of his nationalist interpretation of the “essence”
of cinema as coinciding with “western superiority” and because, as we have seen, his
attitude on the Algerian War had been the catalyst for his dismissal,* Thus, it is not
impossible that the two events could be united at the imaginary level, and the malicious
object refusing to capitulate (the menace of the dismissal and the rebellious colony)

could be represented as a woman of a lower (inferior) class. The rebellion of this object,

33 Although five of the Six Contes Moraux (all except L'amour I'aprés-midi) were based on six short stories
written almost fifteen years earlier by Rohmer and intended for publication (they had been refused by
Gallimard) in a collection with the same title he would use for the films, I do not consider this temporal gap
to be an objection to my interpretation of them in relation to the historical moment of the transposition on
the screen. It is perfectly normal to claim that, in order to cope with historical contradictions, each person
will resort to his own “master fantasies” (Jameson), adapting them to fit specific ideological figurations.
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its refusal to submit, gets translated by means of inversion, and, as a compensation, is
transposed onto the figure of the woman who is easily conquered and thrown away. The
loss becomes a voluntary deprivation. In La Boulangere, the transformation of the
liberation from the oppressor into a voluntary dismissal imposed by the latter is figured
by the gesture of throwing away: the narrator is constantly shown throwing away in the
street the papers in which the girl has wrapped the cookies he eats — and finally he
literally throws her away, without hesitation, as soon as he finds the other woman again.
If this compensatory figuration could still be satisfactory in the summer of 62, when,
after the Evian agreements, and even after the referendum confirming Algerian
independence on July 1, the OAS still desperately fought its delusional war® — and
Rohmer himself still hoped to keep his position at the journal — in 63, with his dismissal
from the Cahiers at the end of May, the figuration needed to shift in order to continue
working. Therefore, a further degree of separation between the “inferior” woman and
the main character is inserted. The defeat is acknowledged, but it is attributed to the
malicious nature of the woman, who is, from the outset, contemptuously defined as
someone who uses others for her personal schemes of social climbing. Indeed, in the

relation between the narrator and this woman, in both stories, one could also read one of

3 On August 22 there would be an attempt to assassinate De Gaulle, the Attentat du Petit-Clamart.
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the typical ideological commonplaces about France’s colonial relationship with Algeria
(yet one that is often repeated concerning almost any other colonialism), i.e. that the
colonizer actually would have lost money on the colonized, therefore making of the
latter a sort of parasite that used the colonial relation for an upward “advancement” in
“civilization.” Such a civilization, if ever acquired — and the colonizer highly doubts this,
like any aristocrat does about the parvenu — would be entirely due to the unselfish and
even naive deeds of the colonizer.

It is now necessary to look at the formal construction of the two films, in order to
better understand the proceedings of their ideological figuration. Both are based on a
main structural feature, which corresponds to the 4" element I have isolated in the
organization of the plot, that is, the “memorial” perspective of the story. This is produced by
the voice-over of the narrator, which immediately marks a distance from the events that
are about to be narrated and the present of the enunciation. La Boulangere starts with an
enumeration of the spatial coordinates, panoramic shots of the streets delimitating the
small area where the action will take place, with voice-over simply telling their names:
“Paris, le Carrefour Villier, a ’est le Boulevard des Batignolles, a nord la Rue de Levis et
son maché,” alternated with establishing shots of certain specific place “le café le Dome
de Villier ... le metro Villier.” At the end of the sequence, the topographical description

itself stresses the temporal dimension of the events and situates them in the past: “A
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l'ouest, le boulevard de Courcelles. Il conduit au parc Monceau, tout pres duquel un
chantier de démolition marque actuellement la place de 1’ancien Cité-club, un foyer
d’étudiants. C’est la que j’allais diner tous les soirs quand je préparais mon droit.” [My
emphasis] A demolition site marks a central place in the narrated events, thus displacing
it back in time — we do not know how much, but it seems to be rather a lot. The story
finishes with the statement, “six months later we married.” As for La Carriere, after some
establishing shots of the main places and a brief introduction to the story (“it is there
that we met Suzanne”), the narrator says, “j’avais 18 ans, et j'étais en premiére année de
pharmacie,” fixing a distance in time, stressed in the conclusion (“she reduced us to the
role of children, which we were”). What does this memory dimension, which envelops the
story, mean? It speaks from a future and situates the events in the past, reducing them to
something that already happened in a certain way, which could not change in its own
making and which, in a sense, does not possess its own contingency. This use of
memory, as a thick glass enveloping the story, produces an ideological stability.
Memory becomes here an interpretation fixing the images in a chain, a sensory-motor
enchainment, in Deleuze’s terminology, that has no power to produce deviation. To be
sure, not all films told “in the past tense” are deemed to produce this effect, since the
image has its own power and autonomy, against which memory can retaliate with

different degrees of strength (the power of memory and the autonomy of the image are
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inversely proportional, as at the ends of a hypothetic line between a maximum and a
minimum of intensity, we would find, at one end, a closed ideological construction with
images working merely as illustrations, and, at the other, a wild freedom of images
proliferating by inner drive — yet at that point one would have to ask if this drive is not
simply a superior form of impersonal memory, no less tyrannical than the “personal”
one). The use of memory made by Rohmer in the two films we are examining is rather
close to enveloping the images in an ideological glass that is able to force interpretation
in a certain way. If the operation were completely successful, the story would probably
lose its interest, and even its “straight” interpretation would be difficult to decode, as in
the case of certain illustrated stories for little children, which are so simple that their
meaning eludes the adult. What we have to look for is therefore the “clinamen” of the
image, its swerve, its distancing, its piercing of the glass.

In an essay on the cinema of Guy Debord, Agamben stated — about one of the
two “transcendental” foundations of montage, repetition (the other being the arrest, with
reference to Benjamin’s dialectical image) — that:

La forza e la grazia della ripetizione, la novita che essa ci dona, e il ridivenir
possibile di cio che e stato. La ripetizione restituisce la possibilita a cio che &
stato, lo rende nuovamente possibile. Ripetere una cosa significa renderla di
nuovo possibile. Di qui la prossimita tra ripetizione e memoria. La memoria non
puo restituirci il passato semplicemente cosi com’e stato, come un fatto inerte
(questo sarebbe propriamente infernale). La memoria restituisce del passato la
sua possibilita. E questo il senso dell’esperienza teologica che Benjamin vedeva
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nella memoria, quando diceva che il ricordo fa dell'incompiuto un compiuto, e
del compiuto un incompiuto.’> (Agamben 2001a, 105)

Yet this definition of memory covers only one side of it and is based on a
Proustian conception of involuntary memory, which leaves out exactly the function of
memory as an ideological construction — that is ordinary, voluntary memory (in the same
sense one could say that the conscious character of a person, his “persona,” is an
ideological construction). While the first gives life, the second freezes, exactly like the
spirit and the letter in St. Paul. While the “grace” of repetition that memory performs, in
the words of Agamben, can be read in conjunction with the “clinamen” of the image
(“involuntary” memory can never be the memory of the narrator telling a story, but only
a force emanating from the image, as Proust illustrates), in the films we are examining,
memory as a narrative-ideological device does not “restore the possibility of what was,”
but rather works in order to make of it what has simply — and once and forever — been,
an “inert fact” covered in a thick glass. In a sense, “seeing” the story through this glass
has an effect contrary to “seeing the possibility of something else,” which was the

definition given by Deleuze and Guattari, as we have seen in the last section, of the

3 “The force and the grace of repetition, the novelty it brings us, is the return as the possibility of what was.
Repetition restores the possibility of what was, renders it possible anew; it’s almost a paradox. To repeat
something is to make it possible anew. Here lies the proximity of repetition and memory. Memory can- not
give us back what was, as such: that would be hell. Instead, memory restores possibility to the past. This is
the meaning of the theological experience that Benjamin saw in memory, when he said that memory makes
the unfulfilled into the fulfilled, and the fulfilled into the unfulfilled.” Trans. Brian Holmes 315-316
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“visionary phenomenon” of Mai 68 (in the passage I quoted from Mai 68 n’a pas eu lieu).
Commenting on this, Zabunyan said that that kind of clairvoyance was a proper
knowledge (connaissance) and not a mere recognizing (reconnaissance)®. On the contrary,
this “maximum” of memory, that is, the maitrise of memory on the story, corresponds to
a minimum of autonomy for the images. This means that the flow of the images that
build the story has a minimum possibility of clinamen, of producing a swerve,
“something else” beyond the meaning fixed by a despotic memory driven to its highest
degree. Moreover, Rohmer’s use of the cinematic means works toward an effacement of
the means itself in the story. His discretion with camera movements, his tact with
montage aimed at a perfect balance between continuity and interruption, renders still
more difficult the production of the écart I was talking about. This is partly due to the
Bazinian foundations of Rohmer’s understanding of the ontology of cinema, which is
summed up as follows by Prosper Hillairet:

— Respect du réel dans sa dimension temporelle et spatiale, en un rapport
d’immédiateté avec le monde et les choses, ... —refus de toute marque
d’expressivité, de constructivisme « cinématographique », montage,
déformation... Le réalisme ontologique est un réalisme « photographique. » —
refus du « montage » comme figure expressive essentialiste du cinéma ... Refus
du montage et de son corollaire le « gros plan ». (Hillairet 2012, 211-12)

% Here it is possible to recognize the common Bergsonian origin of the estrangement theory of Russian
formalism (formulated by Shklovsky and the young Jakobson), and Deleuze’s distinction between attentive
knowledge and automatic recognizing.
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This “clean” use of the means is still more remarkable in La Boulangere, where, as
I have previously noted, the camera could produce shots no longer than 20 seconds,
which forced Rohmer to prepare a very accurate storyboard for the film, where every
shot was designed in advance and arranged in order to arrive at the perfect impression
of natural “flow” that the final result accomplishes.?” Indeed, the plain realism of the
representation (the meticulous, almost documentary indication of every location, for
example) is reflected by a symmetrical formal choice.?®

This notwithstanding, the occurrence of a swerve between images and memory
in the two stories can be detected at two different points. The first one, in La Boulangere is
a brief sequence, yet one that acquires great importance in the economy of the film; it
happens when the narrator is restlessly walking the same streets in search of Sylvie —
right before the story reaches another turning point with the affair with Jaqueline — and
seems to have lost his purpose. This purposeless roaming is one of the distinguishing

features of the new French cinema of those years, and one of the forms in which Deleuze

37 It is known that this very meticulous planning of the film shot by shot was also due to the scarcity of
financial means, but the director will keep this obsessive tendency even when, in a later stage of his career,
he could have theoretically avoided it. This speaks to its ontological, and not only practical, character.

3 “Au réalisme qui préside au choix de tout ce qui se présente devant 1'objectif, répond le réalisme de la
prise de vue : angles, focales, lumieres, tout est mis en ceuvre pour que la caméra s’efface, que 1'écran soit
une fenétre ouverte sur le monde, que rien ne s’interpose entre le spectateur et I'univers du film. Ce que vise
d’abord Rohmer, c’est la transparence des images, et la force de son cinéma tient a la radicalité de cette
approche.” (Magny 1995, 22)
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saw the crisis of the sensory-motor enchainment of the movement-image, what he called
the “forme-balade.” Rohmer had already filmed this kind of purposeless city walking,
this “desperate flanerie,” in Le Signe du Lion, where it represented the main part of the
film. There, as we will see, he had used all the means that had already become
traditional to shoot these kind of scenes, among which was the tracking shot following
the character from one side, made famous by Rossellini in Germany Year Zero (1948).
Here, two summers later, he shows us this brief intermission of flinerie, this swerve in
the line of the story, mainly by a fixed camera filming the character walking from
behind, slowing distancing himself, or, in reverse, coming towards the camera. When
the second movement immediately follows the first, the scene renders at the maximum
this impression of meaningless movement: the character walks away, we see him at
increasing distance, then he stops, turns around, comes back. Even if the voice tells us
that the hero has not lost yet his hope of finding Sylvie, the images we see show us the
meaningless roaming typical of the “forme-balade.” Another of Rohmer’s favourite
devices, in this sense, is the camera showing the character approaching from the left
then panning on the right to follow him going away (he especially made use of this shot

in the short Place de I’Etoile, in 1965%). Ten years before shooting La Boulangére, Rohmer

¥ It was an episode of a collective film called Paris vu par, to which Chabrol, Rouch, and Godard
collaborated, among others, which is widely considered to be the last film of the Nouvelle Vague.
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published in the Cahiers an article devoted to the first cinematic work of the avant-garde
artist Isidor Isou, the founder of Lettrism,* presented at the Cannes festival in 1951,
titled Traité de baves et d’éternité. The film’s main characteristic was the absolute
discrepancy between the voice-over and the images, which featured long sequences of
Isou himself walking the streets of Saint Germain De Pres. This “discrepancy” was
praised by a younger Rohmer because it proposed a different kind of approach to
cinematic avant-garde than the surrealist montage, or the “abstract” cinema of Walter
Ruttmann (here we can clearly see his satisfaction as a reactionary intellectual who
thinks he has finally found an avant-garde expression opposed to the leftist one). What
is interesting in his article is that he links Isou’s work to a sort of higher realism, what he
considers a return to the “things as they are” (“Les choses tells qu’elles sont” figures as
the subtitle), which was a widespread commonplace that had been used both in support
of and against artistic movements for more than a century. If we read his insight beyond
the political bias that informed it, we can detect in it the recognition of a deconstructing
device (the discrepancy), which Rohmer calls here “realism,” thereby implicitly
denouncing the “unreality” of the discourse performed by the voice-over (that is, what is

supposed to determine the meaning of the film): a device that worked from within

40 Debord will be also part of this movement, before autonomously founding the Lettrist International.
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Isou’s film and that still constitutes his charm for the modern viewer: “L’astuce de
'auteur est, puisqu’il ne pouvait pas ne rien montrer, de n’opposer a I'emphase de son
texte que des images indifférentes.” (Rohmer 1984, 65) The almost unbearable emphasis
and pretentiousness of the commentary is indeed beautifully displaced by such scenes of
wandering that seem to ruin the “construction” of the creator. The use of the device,
which will be used (of course in a different cinematic context) by authors linked to the
Nouvelle Vague, would migrate through the years and resurface in the brief sequence
we have examined in La Boulangere, where it will arrest the ideological construction of
memory.

Further in the same paragraph of the quoted article, Rohmer also says something
that brings us directly to the appearance of the second “swerve” in La Carriere: “Il se
dégage de ces plans maladroits le sentiment d"une présence, ... présence d'une pensée
derriere ce visage de I'auteur” [my emphasis]. La Carriere does not offer moments of crisis
of the sensory-motor flow of the images. Yet, in a sense, the peak of the story coincides
with its own crisis. It is the last scene, the summer has begun, and we are not far away
from the moment when Bertrand will lose Sophie and fail his exams (which will happen
after the end of the story). The two are on the edge of a swimming pool on the Seine,
with Suzanne and her husband, who have just married — an event that triggers

Bertrand’s final considerations. The construction of this scene marks a climax that leads
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to the intense close-ups of Bertrand alternated with images of Sophie and Suzanne
applying sun cream on their bodies, the latter helped by her husband. It is important to
note that the entire film does not abound in close-ups, and all of them are usually quite
distanced (as we have seen, this is a feature of Rohmer’s cinematography*!). They are not
much exploited for emotional purposes, and, more importantly, Bertrand’s gaze is never
brought too “close” to the narrating voice, as if the words we hear could be his current
thought.*? The voice of memory and the close-up of the narrator never coincide (until this
final moment, as we will see), probably because this would annihilate the distance and
bring to crisis the ideological construction based on the authority of the voice-over on
the images. If the voice were absorbed by the images as their “thought,” as if the
character were producing the insight in that precise moment, the distance would
collapse, and the words we hear would be the images we see. This collapse of the voice
in the image weakens the ideological discourse driving the story: the image becomes
autonomous, active, it opens up “the possibility of something else,” materializes the
“voyance” that the new cinema could access according to Deleuze. This does not mean

that it reveals a certain, determined content: it is, mainly, the possibility of seeing the

4 « Refus du montage et de son corollaire le « gros plan » » (Hillairet 2012, 212).

£ Even though the voice-over and the images obviously belong to different temporal moments, this can
commonly happen in films, as in cases when the voice-over talks about a feeling experienced in the
circumstance shown, and the close-up seems to embody exactly that feeling.
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“intolerable,” that is, everyday reality as set in the edifice of society with all its social
constructs, its ideology disguising economic transactions as human relations. Rohmer’s
two stories are a perfect example of the evidence of this economic/social relation shaping
all aspects of reality, poisoned by the thick ideology conveyed by the voice from the
future that condemns the “facts” to be just what they were, without “their own
possibility” (in the words of Agamben). Therefore, the final moment of vision in La
Carriere, reveals the mechanism of the story as what it is, effacing the impression that it
could be just a natural, fresh, innocent episode of the youth of some boys and girls. The
scene retraces the scheme of the whole film: it starts with an establishing shot of the
place (the swimming pool), then, oddly, shows the four characters at different distances,
always from behind — and this makes clearer what had always been true, namely that
there was a maximum amount of distance between the narrating voice and the human
tigures, that they were completely estranged. That voice, theoretically the intimate
thoughts of one of the characters, is not his own. His “persona,” himself, is not “him”
and does not really belong to him, like the self-narratives that we can imagine without
any difficulty belonging to each of them (we can easily picture the same story narrated
from the point of view of the different characters). That voice is what prevented him
from being reduced to a series of clichés. It assigned to everybody his own role: the good

guy from a good family, whose intellectual attitude impedes him from making his own
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decisions and who therefore attempts to live “through” his friend, who is, on the
contrary, an active personality, playing the dandy, the “petit voyou”; the working class
girl, immoral, dangerous, symbol of a lower class racing to take over, or of a colonised
object that should assure, with its supposed inferiority, the self-fulfilment of the superior
race — and which is about to free itself; finally, the bourgeois woman whom one must
marry at the end of the story. The distance between voice and characters seems to be
plastically represented, immediately after, when we see Bertrand’s close-up. The voice
now emanates from his gaze, and the unbridgeable gap between this and the girls’
bodies in the sun (the intense close-ups of Bertrand are never met by reverse shots of
other characters looking back, as if he had been effaced from the scene), reveals how the
relations as they were narrated to us were really “separations.” In this moment, we see
the gaze and the voice as one. They are both separated from the real, from other beings.
The character is not linked, now, by a sensory-motor relation to what happens next to
him. He is a spectator, a voyant (Deleuze 1985, 9) (and a voyeur), and the pure
spectatorial function works here as a correlative, and an intensification, of the random
wandering that was present for a moment in the other film. The personality, the
character properly said, is neutralized, reduced to pure seeing. The gaze is empty
(deprived of the narrative function); this is why Bertrand still seems like a “nice guy” for

the majority of the story even though he participates in the evil deeds of his friend
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without any hesitation. He was animated by the discourse, the voice; yet whence did the
voice come?

The effacing of memory in the last scene of The Career produces a moment of
forgetting, when the events of the story are free to reconfigure, and the rhetorical grip on
the spectator gets eased. Once this grip is effaced, what emerges is the passivity of the
character, along with his separation from other humans and from society itself. All of
this is surprising, since what the rhetorical construction of the film had shown us up to
this moment was exactly the opposite: that is, the activity, the “deeds” of the character in
his relation with the facts of the story, and his participation, his being part of a set of
social relations in which he was completely inserted. This is a point of extreme
importance: what I will argue, later in this chapter, is that the default of these two
characteristics, activity and participation — which are, according to Debord already in
1957,% the opposite of the two cornerstones of spectacle, passivity and non-participation —
emerges in a special narrative situation proposed in films, that is, the “catastrophe,” the
complete failure, as the character experiences (or is on the verge of experiencing) its

complete annihilation.* This is something different from a risk or the experience of

43 Rapport sur la construction des situations (Debord 2006, 309-28).

4 An archetype for this situation in contemporary cinema is Rossellini’s Stromboli, which was greatly
influential on Rohmer: “J’ai détesté le regards qu’il m’invitait a prendre sur le monde, avant de comprendre
qu’il m’invitait aussi a le dépasser. Et alors, il y a eu la conversion. C’est cela qui est formidable dans
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death itself. In this kind of disaster, death can be involved, but like an event in life,
which effaces the social role and relations of the one it touches (for example, as it
happens with the knowledge of being affected by a mortal illness). I will examine this
narrative configuration in two films, Rohmer’s Le Signe du Lion (shot in 1959, three years
before the two films we have seen) and Agnes Varda’s Cléo de 5 a 7 (1962). In these films,
the discovery of passivity and non-participation exposes as illusory the supposed
presence of their opposites in everyday life before the catastrophe. Activity and
participation were indeed just the effect of a collective tale whose avatar in Rohmer’s

tirst two Moral Tales is what I have called the “voice of memory.”

2.4 Sans mémoire. Le Joli mai as refusal of ideological memory

Before showing how the two examined situations of crisis, the meaningless
roaming in La Boulangere and the collapse of the voice in the gaze in La Carriere, are
tulfilled in the narrative configuration and visual figuration of the “catastrophe,” it is
important to further clarify their basic elements — and the function of memory - by
reading them together with other sets of filmic images of the same years, where they all

return as if restored to their impersonal, social dimension (to their necessity): “Ce qui

Stromboli, cela a été mon chemin de Damas : au milieu du film j'ai été converti, et j’ai changé d’optique.”
(Rohmer 1984, 15). Stromboli was important also for Deleuze’s theorization of situation-limite.
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était immédiatement vécu reparait figé dans la distance, inscrit dans les gofits et les
illusions d"une époque, emporté avec elle” (Debord, Sur le passage de quelques personnes a
travers une assez courte unité de temps, 1959).

As personal and “collective” memory are pervaded (made) by clichés,
forgetting, “oblivion,” becomes a form of liberation, even of resistance. At the beginning
of Le Joli mai, filmed in May 1962, as Rohmer was starting working on La Boulangere,
Chris Marker’s commentary (Pierre Lhomme was the co-director of the film and the
chief operator) starts with the following sentences (the voice is Yves Montand’s): “Est-ce
la plus belle ville du monde ? On voudrait le découvrir a I’aube, sans la connaitre, sans
la doubler d’habitudes et de souvenirs. On voudrait la deviner par les seuls moyens des
détectives de roman : la longue-vue et le microphone. Paris est cette ville ot I'on
voudrait arriver sans mémoire ” [my emphasis]. The film opens with images of the
rooftops of Paris at dawn, visualizing the city just like Rohmer had envisioned the
beginning of La Boulangere with views of certain streets (although both from above and
below, as to suggest immediately the beginning of a story, which will happen only later
in Le Joli mai). Yet while in Rohmer’s film we have names of streets, a brief enumeration
of spatial coordinates that immediately gives the impression of a perfect mastery of the
space where the story will take place (nevertheless, as we have seen, there will be a

moment when that space will cease to appear as known: the indifferent scenario of an
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indifferent wandering), in Marker’s and Lhomme’s film the intention is completely the
opposite. The view at dawn aims at being a “first sight”: the city and its manifold forms
of life are very well known to the film’s creators and most likely to its spectators, yet the
declared goal of the film is to look at Paris as if for the first time. “One would like to
discover it at dawn, without knowing it, without replacing it with habits and memories”
(Le Joli mai): “It is there that I used to go every evening to have dinner, as I was
preparing my exams in the law school” (La Boulangere). The intentions could not be more
different from the outset, and yet, the daylight we see could even be the same, as both
directors were filming in May of 1962. Habits and memories are the elements of
Rohmer’s film, a recollection of a daily routine that was perturbed by a certain event for
a limited time: a perturbation that immediately transformed itself into a new,
provisional routine (the search for Sylvie and the seduction of Jacqueline), before
transforming again into a definitive, stable routine (the marriage). Marker and
Lhomme’s aim is, on the contrary, to be an eye,* an ear, a voice “without memory,” to

forget everything in order to come to know it as if for the first time, free from the

4 It is important to note that the attitude of this film was made possible by the technical innovation of the
time: “In interview, Pierre Lhomme ... speaks in detail about the shift from 35mm to 16mm film, and the
more liberated techniques that the latter permitted. He discusses the state of 35mm stock at the time, which
placed a barrier between camera operator and filmed subject because the operator was not able to pick up
sound. In contrast, he explains that he was able to film Le joli mai wearing headphones (with sound engineer
Antoine Bonfainti’s assistance) and suggests that he partly forgot about the image and became very sensitive
to what he heard.” (Cooper 2008, 39-40)
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“doublure” represented by the social knowledge imposed upon it — “I’empire des
clichés” — which impedes vision and only allows recognition (connaissance as opposed to
reconnaissance: the principle of estrangement): a discourse of memory, putting
everything in its right place, versus a discourse pronounced by someone who looks for
his own voice, and looks for it in a less probable place, in a dimension deprived of
personality, of memories, of social stability. This does not imply, however, a naive claim
to an impartial dimension of knowledge, free from ideological presuppositions: oblivion
is here intended as a permanent subtractive practice, as a negative point of view aimed
at unmasking dominant ideological clichés that tend to appear as natural and even
absent. Symptomatic in this sense, as we will briefly see in a moment,* is the fact that
contemporary reviews prized Edgar Morin and Jean Rouch’s 1961 film Cronique d'un été
for being an “objective” document, whereas Le Joli mai was widely attacked for being
ideological and for imposing a leftist worldview on reality: what the film showed could
not be easily accepted as “real” by a cultural establishment well accustomed to its false
consciousness (and its privileges).

At the end of the film, the “deprived subject,” the seeing and speaking

“subtraction,” is clarified using two figures: the prisoner on the first day of his release,

46 See note 48.
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who looks at the “strange phenomenon” of free humans as if for the first time, and the
Martian just arrived on earth, whom we already encountered in the documentary Les
Statues meurent aussi, made ten years before. Why the freed prisoner? Probably because
only someone who has been deprived of all his social “marks” and reduced to a mere
negativity really has the possibility to start over as though from scratch, to start seeing
again without being conditioned and guided by the “voice” that assigns roles and
constructs society. Why the Martian? This is obviously a more powerful reconfiguration
of someone who arrives from nowhere, like the prisoner; yet, as we know from Les
Statues, the Martian also embodies the fear of the end, the apocalyptic presage of the
necessity of punishment for a society that obscurely knows it is founded on violence and
injustice. The commentary imagines the freshly arrived Martian asking the faces we see
in multiple close-ups: “what’s wrong, faces?”: “Ces visages que nous croisons tous les
jours, faut-il 'espace d’un écran pour qu’apparaisse ce qui sauterait aux trois yeux du
Martiens fraichement débarqué ? On a envie de les appeler, de leur dire “qu’est-ce qui
ne va pas, Visages ? Qu’est-ce qui vous fait peur que nous ne voyons pas et que vous
voyez, comme les chiens ?” What Marker sees in the final close-ups, and what he wants
us to see, is something that we have encountered in the final collapse of the voice of
memory in the close-up of Bertrand at the end of Rohmer’s second Moral Tale. There,

the futility and falsity of memory-constructed characters emerged with the evidence of a
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social discourse that designs plots and stories (petit roman de formation, femme perdue, ami
silencieux, petit voyou, bon mariage, and all the other clichés...). Here Marker tries to make
us see something similar: what kind of voice is Montand’s, which talked to us for the
previous two hours? It was not memory reconstructing a story (it started by renouncing
memory or any kind of previous knowledge), but rather an attempt to coincide with
another voice, one that does not speak from outside, from above, but from “someplace
within,” without being, though, something like the “voice of consciousness.” On the
contrary, it is a practice of non-personality, an undoing of the “I,” of social roles, of the
“separation” on which society and its psychology are founded:

Peut-Etre sentez-vous confusément que votre sort est lié a celui des autres, que le
bonheur et le malheur sont deux sociétés secretes, si secrétes que vous y étes
affiliés sans le savoir, et que, sans 1'entendre, vous abritez quelque part cette voix
qui dit : Tant que la misere existe, vous n’étes pas riches. Tant que la détresse
existe, vous n’étes pas heureux. Tant que les prisons existent, vous n’étes pas
libres.

It is surely not a chance that it was this film, its specific implication of discourse
and images, that could show a particular truth about a city where so many great films
were made in that same “brief unity of time,” without, apparently, ever encountering it.
Showing the urban life “how it really was” had been one of the aims of the Nouvelle
Vague and in general of the films of the young filmmakers emerging throughout the two
decades. Yet beyond the semi-clandestine network of militant cinema, no film to my

knowledge had shown, up to 1963, the bidonvilles quickly grown up around Paris, not
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too far away from city centre. Octobre a Paris, the militant documentary about the
massacre of October 17, 1961 had been largely shot in the bidonvilles of Nanterre and
Gennevilliers, showing the everyday life of immigrants from Algeria and Maghreb in
preparation for and in the aftermath of the anti-curfew demonstration that ended in a
massacre. Yet it was a film produced clandestinely and for a clandestine audience, and
its release was not authorized until René Vautier*” did a hunger strike for this purpose in
1973. Millions of people lived in a city without ever seeing the place where the workers
they met in the streets every day lived, and their cinema did not show it to them. Yet
Marker and Lhomme chose to do something very simple: first, they showed immigrants
from Maghreb working in a construction site in the streets, and the commentary
explains:

un document officiel du Ministere du Travail déclare textuellement que les
Algériens ne trouvent souvent “que les taches les plus malsaines et les plus
inférieures”. Au mois de mai 1962, dans I'euphorie des accords d’Evian, on a un
peu tendance a oublier que le dernier des prolétaires d'un pays colonisateur a
toujours un sous-prolétaire, celui du pays colonisé, et que cette réalité survit la
colonisation.

But they also showed, probably for the first time in French mainstream cinema,
where these people were actually living. The scene is introduced — once again via one of

Marker’s symbolic obsessions — by the presence of the Martians. We hear the voice of a

4 Mentioned above as author of militant films on the side of FLN in the fifties, and of Avoir vingt ans dans les
Aures.
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previously interviewed unemployed woman talking about her desire to know whether
there are other forms of life on other planets, her voice talking over images of sci-fi
comics. Then the montage jumps on an old, cheap television showing a low-quality sci-fi
movie, with flying discs supposedly attacking earth (the shot is filmed strangely form
the side; we will discover later that it must suggest that the room is overcrowded). The
commentary is as follows: “Le réve, en mai 1962, se consomme tout préparé. Pour
beaucoup de Parisiens, la télévision est la seule fenétre ouverte sur le reste du monde, et
cette fenétre est d’autant plus nécessaire que la maison est plus petite.” Then we see the
room in its entirety: a large north African family staring at the television in a gray, small
space. Only the little child is turned toward us and stares at the camera: this is the
“consummation” of the dream. Then maybe the Martians are present not only as a figure
of oppression and punishment, but as an image of a dreamt redemption: they embody a
western fear, but for the oppressed they figure as liberators, those who will come to put
an end to all of this. The ironically “sociological” tone of the commentary talking about
the use of television in small houses needs to be stressed. First, it is by calling

“Parisians” people who are not usually chosen to represent this category in films that
depict “urban life”; second, because that is hardly a proper “house.” In the following
scene, the interview of a young Algerian worker is presented. He sits on a field at the top

of a hill. It is peaceful there, green grass moved by the wind, and in the background we
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see railways and a suburban landscape. The young man talks about his first work
experiences, of the racism he had to endure. Then he recalls the time when he was beat
up in front of his family by anti-terrorist police and was hospitalized for a nervous
breakdown (only at this point do we understand the frenetic, nervous movements of his
face as he talks). As he describes his humiliation, a tracking shot begins, and we see the
outside of the “house” where the Parisian family was staring at the television. The
camera advances into a narrow, dark corridor between the huts of a bidonville. At every
door there are children on the floor, for each of them the camera lowers, turns
backwards, tries to capture the face, then resumes its progress. This scene responds to a
previous one, another tracking shot realized with a similar aesthetic, in the banlieu of
Aubervillier: poor houses in ruins, tight streets with no light, dirty walls, miserable
(European) people. This link between the French banlieu and the Arab one has the
function of revealing the material basis of racism as a form of economic exploitation
(without forgetting that “le dernier des prolétaires d’un pays colonisateur a toujours un
sous-prolétaire, celui du pays colonisé, et que cette réalité survit la colonisation.”).
Indeed, as we have seen, the film will also show the same residents of the bidonville
performing the most humble jobs in the streets.

To find a forerunner of this film, one should not look, as it could perhaps seem

obvious, to what is considered to be the first example of “cinéma verité,” the
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aforementioned Cronique d’un été, realized in 1961 by Morin and Rouch.* There, the
tilmmakers went around Paris (in person or not, in any case without venturing in the
“dark places”) asking people if they were happy, what they thought about the present
moment, what they expected from the future et similia. Nothing could be more deceptive
than the illusion of understanding the historical moment starting from the self-
perception of certain people, detached from the whole of the socio-economic body in
which they live. This is exactly the opposite of what Marker and Lhomme did. Their
starting point is the surrender of personal memory, which gives us the impression that
the personal voices of people are all fake in Morin and Rouch’s film, all emanating from
the same entity (perhaps a point in the future, the memory that illustrates Rohmer’s

tilms). Their starting point is, moreover, a view of the city as a totality, the idea that the

48 Jvelise Perniola summarized the substantial distance between these two films, which was immediately
evident in contemporary critical judgments. (Perniola 2003, 95-117). On the same topic Cf. Viva Paci, Il
cinema di Chris Marker (Paci 2005, 50-51). The review published on the Cahiers on the issue of July 1963,
signed by Jean-André Fieschi, also stressed the distance between this film and Cronique d’un été.
Symptomatic of the way this film will be read by the French critique of the time, Fieschi’s take was that
Marker had not been objective, that his attitude was intellectualist and moved by a contempt for the people.
“I1 est difficile de voir le film sans penser que Marker se faisait de ces gens une certaine idée, ...
L’impression dominante est celle de la dérision, de I'immobilisme, de la vanité : quand Marker reprend la
parole, a la fin du film, c’est pour effectuer un saut dans 1’absurde.” (Fieschi, n.d.). The same accusation of
intellectualism and snobishness in the longer review in the subsequent issue of the Cahiers, by Michel
Delahaye: “Ainsi voit-on, de coup bas si en coup bas no, le monde se diviser suivant certains clivages : on
est ou non placé a la droite de Chris suivant qu’on est ou non de certaines familles. ... Premiere
constatation : 'incapacité de Marker d’entrer en contact avec quiconque n’est pas un intellectuel ”
(Delahaye, n.d., 6). This article is an instructive collection of reactionary commonplaces of the time. Both
Delahaye and Fieschi started writing at the Cahiers under the direction of Rohmer, and the quoted issues are
the first after the “putsch” which evicted him (at that moment the two of them took part against him).

170



urban landscape shapes people (their attention to the urban transformation is the
leitmotif of the whole film). They affirm that it is meaningless to show an Algerian
immigrant if you do not show where he lives or works, or even a French worker if you
do not accompany him back to the sinister streets of Aubervillier where he comes from;
that it is pointless to ask people in the streets what they think about the Algerian War if
you do not show colonial relations in the workplace where those same people interact

with Algerian immigrants every day.

2.5 A politics of “clandestinity” in Guy Debord’s Sur le passage
and Critique de la séparation

Probably the only possible forerunners for Marker’s film would be the two short
tilms Guy Debord realized in 1959 and 1961, Sur le passage de quelques personnes a travers
une assez courte unite de temps, and Critique de la séparation.*® Both are what would be
called today a “video essay,” consisting of the editing of a voice-over and a musical
score on a heterogenous quantity of visual materials, some specifically produced for the
tilm, some consisting of found footage. Both are Marxist critiques of the present

historical moment. Sur le passage is elaborated starting from a specific place and a

4 The style and theoretical elaboration of these two short films would be highly influential on Marker, for
example on the aesthetic conception of La jetée; but their influence will be fundamental also for Godard, not
only for his most engaged period (whose initial moment will be, not by chance, highly focused on
urbanism), but also for the elaboration of Hisoire(s) du cinéma.
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personal experience: Saint Germain des Prés as the “habitat” of the beginnings of
Debord’s Lettrist International (at the time of the shooting, this group did not exist
anymore, having merged® in the foundation of the Situationist International in 1957). It
is far removed, however, from being a kind of history of the movement, or even of a
group of friends. The commentary does not construct a “memory,” nor a determined
point of arrival in the future toward which past reality would approach. It is committed
to three different voices: the first is a male speaker (Jean Harnois), following the sober
style of sociological commentary at the time (with an ironic intent); the second is Debord
himself, charged with the role of expressing theoretical and lyrical reflections; the third
is a young woman (Claude Brabant)°!, whose voice produces a contrast with the first
two and has the effect of making lyrical expression seem dogmatic as well as lyrical
dogmatic statements.>? Critique of separation is conceived of, instead, as a treaty about one
of the main characteristics of the Society of Spectacle (which Debord started to theorize
in those years), that is, separation, a concept that the author considered to be highly
functional for comprehending all the forms of alienation in modern society: alienation of

the human being from the product of his work and alienation of private experience only

% Actually, only Debord and his wife Michele Bernstein made it to the IS from the IL, all the others having
been previously purged.

51 Identification of voices and other details are in (Danesi 2011, 68).

52 She will define, for example, the dictatorship of the proletariat, and the impression created will anticipate
the effect Godard looked for in La Chinoise (1967).
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mediated by the moment of exchange that accordingly shapes the social dimension
(Sohn-Rethel). If the social relation between humans is capital itself, materialized in
money and figured in images, the material condition of the singular being must be
defined as separation. Despite this theoretical take, the film is also largely based on a
melancholic concentration on private life and personal experience. A substantial
difference from the first film is that the commentary is entirely told by Debord’s voice,
except for the opening credits, which are read by a female voice, as it happened two
years earlier in one of the first short films by Godard and Truffaut (Une Histoire d’eau,
1958), and as it would happen again in the opening credits of Le Mépris (Danesi 2011, 75).
Far from being a way to render the shapeless matter of private life as a “story,”
as a social form that must follow certain rules, as in Rohmer’s Moral Tales — where the
role of the voice-over of the protagonist seems to be exactly this — the triviality of private
life is paradoxically transformed into a search for an access to something beyond
personality, memory, character, social role, and all the other categories that are the
privileged handhold of the dominant ideology. It is as if the empathic connection with
the point of view of a main character, which can be produced by several devices —
among which, the voice of the protagonist retrospectively telling the story — would be
shuttered and dispersed. Indeed, the only empathic connection happens here with this

void position of the eye ecstatically observing such documents of private existence
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without a story. In this position, the pathetic intensity is not channeled toward an
ideological reconstruction of a precarious and oppressive worldview, as we have seen in
Rohmer’s two Moral Tales, but left free to circulate, to linger in the contemplation of this
communal experience where the ideological “narrative of personality” (the cliché
characters: the sensible young man, the dandy, the bourgeois woman, etc.) seems to be
ineffective. In other words, what opens here is a space of knowledge, but of a kind that
is only secondary in its nature. It is firstly a space of experience, a space where it is
possible to contemplate in thought this excessive and incomprehensible form that is the
triviality of everyday life. The formal strategy followed by Debord is essentially based
on the superimposition of theoretical statements and lyrical considerations (a large part
of the commentary seems to be made of more or less identifiable quotations®) on the
juxtaposition of footage and still images taken from historical events from world politics,
advertising materials, other films,> comic strips, and scenes supposedly from the private
milieu of the author (which are usually the only original material shot for a film), where

still images and pictures in particular undergo an obsessive scrutiny of close-ups and the

5 The “détournement” of texts of any kind was one of the main avant-garde tools used by Debord and his
group. Cf. the article appeared in May 1956 on the review “Les Lévres nues” n. 8, Mode d’emploi du
détournement (Debord 2006, 221-29).

5t Footage from other films was extremely limited in these two works. A larger use, which Debord had
desired, had not been possible due to lack of funds and the incapacity of the person initially appointed to
buy the rights for the excerpts. Details can be found in Danesi’s essay. Indeed, in his following films Debord
would use a large amount of footage taken from other films.
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presence of the voice-over seemingly coincides (even if in a paradoxical way) with the
thought implied in the human face, reminding us of the “point of crisis” we have seen in
Rohmer’s second moral tale. Moreover, these scenes of private existence are often
spaced out by shots or pictures of places in Paris, which function both as “establishing
shots” and landmarks of memory.

As we have seen, an “immemorial effort” opens Marker and Lhomme’s film, in
opposition to the ideological memorial dimension that envelops Rohmer’s stories. The
same “immemoriality” also characterizes Debord’s films. Shortly after the beginning® of
Sur le passage, following some views of the neighborhood (not altogether differently from
the opening of Rohmer’s La Boulanger)e, with a voice-over (the film'’s first speaker)
explaining its sociological connotations and its relation with the group of people at the
center of the story,* the film shows a picture of four people” sitting at a table in a café,
with wine glasses, ashtrays, and other signs of an advanced day or night out. The
camera zooms into and roams over the image, in the style of art documentaries, then

closes in on faces and lingers on details — eyes, face, lips, a glass of wine — while

% In the opening credits the film features an audio recording from a session of the third conference of the
Situationist International held in Munich some months before.

% “Ce quartier était fait pour la dignité malheureuse de la petite bourgeoisie, pour les emplois honorables et
le tourisme intellectuel. La population sédentaire des étages était abritée des influences de la rue. Ce
quartier est resté le méme. Il était I’environnement étranger de notre histoire” (Debord 2006, 470).

57 Guy Debord, Michéle Bernstein, Asger Jorn, Colette Gaillard (Danesi 2011, 69).
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Handel’s The Origin of Design Ballet Suite, which had accompanied the vision of this
picture since the beginning, increases in volume. Other pictures of Debord’s friends
follow. The voice says: “Ils disaient que I"oubli était leur passion dominante. Ils voulaient
tout réinventer chaque jour ; se rendre maitres et possesseurs de leur propre vie.”
(Debord 2006, 471) [my emphasis]. Their dominant passion was oblivion: thus, the
memorial effort is immediately excluded as a possible purpose for this film (like it was
excluded in Debord’s cinematic work from the outset: the original scenario of his first
tilm, Hurlements en faveur de Sade, opened by saying “Au début de cette histoire, il y avait
des gens faits pour I'oublier”). There is also evident an ironic play on the passion for
drunkenness, which was part of the Boheme in which Debord’s milieu used to live. Yet
that very drunkenness is now materialistically reinterpreted and reconfigured (even
redeemed) as a refusal of the submission to one of the most powerful means through
which dominant ideology subjugates people, namely, the personal construction of the
self as a character in a story, as it is performed by individual memory and self-

understanding, whose “social” nature Debord would always try to uncover and expose

% As we will see later in this section, a certain proximity between Debord’s thought on the social narrative of
the character and early romantic reflections is here evident: “Certes, ce n’est pas tout d’abord sans peine ni
sans mal que le bourgeois est ajusté et tourné pour étre transformé en machine. Mais pour peu qu'il soit
devenu un chiffre dans la somme politique, il a fait son bonheur et I’on peut, a tous points de vue,
considérer qu’il est accompli des lors que, de personne [Person] humaine qu’il était, il s’est métamorphosé en
personnage [Figur].” E. Schlegel, Sur la philosphie (@ Dorothée) (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1978, 233).
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in his work. The sentence quoted above also says that in order to be the master of one’s
own life, one needs to renounce any kind of self-narrative or commitment to a character
(which is also the empathic task in which the audience of the film is, in a way, forced to
participate) and to be able to say, “I am so and so;” that is, one needs to “invent
everything again every day.” It is a renunciation of ordinary sociality, aimed at escaping
the alienation this society places in any kind of sociality: in a sense, freedom would lay
in being nothing (like in a materialist, negative theology). It is also an act of faith in a
different kind of sociality (and in a future, liberated society), and such faith is
“aesthetically demonstrated” by the insistence on the close-ups in the picture, which
become deeper and deeper, as if they were searching for a “passage” to a different place
of the self beyond alienation. “Nous cherchons notre passage,”* Debord will quote later
in the film. “Ces gens méprisaient aussi la prétendue profondeur subjective. IlIs ne
s'intéressaient a rien qu’a une expression suffisante d’eux-mémes, concretement.” If we
are to understand why Debord’s films can open onto the events of present day reality
and at least try to reflect on them, as Marker’s film could do as well — whereas the
aesthetic and ideological presuppositions of Rohmer’s Moral Tales made this impossible

— it is important to reflect on these two sentences. The first voice pronounces them as the

% A verse taken from a military song Céline put as an epigraph to Voyage au bout de la nuit.
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camera lingers on the picture already discussed. In particular, we see at this point
Debord leaning on a girl’s® shoulder, then her close-up. What is the “supposed
subjective depth” that “those people” despised?

What matters is what they think about their behaviour, rather than their
behaviour itself. They aren’t films of action, they aren’t films in which physical
action takes place, they aren’t films in which there is anything very dramatic,
they are films in which a particular feeling is analyzed and where even the
characters themselves analyze their feelings and are very introspective. That’s
what Conte Morale means” (Rohmer 2013, 10).

In this interview Rohmer states what critics have noted several times, that the
expression “Moral Tales” does not refer to morality in the current sense, but rather,
similar to the definition of “French Moralists,” they are films focused on an obsessive
scrutiny of the interiority performed by the male protagonist.®! This is the “retreat”
where this chapter began. A possible definition of the main characters of Rohmer’s
moral tales would be “men who are defined by the conception they have about
themselves, rather than by their own acts.” Moreover, their acts are always presented as
the results of mental choices and experiments, even if those operations have to confront
reality and often fail in such a confrontation. What Debord says with his “scrutiny” of

the picture rather than the interiority of himself and his friends is that what humans

60 Colette Gaillard.

61 “In French there is a word moraliste that I don’t think has any equivalent in English. It doesn’t really have
much connection with the word “moral,” a moraliste is someone who is interested in the description of what
goes on inside man. He’s concerned with states of mind and feelings.” (Rohmer 2013, 10)
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experience as interiority is something that comes from the outside, that defines them as
the extension of a structure to which they belong, but that they do not see or understand:
“Les étres humains ne sont pas pleinement conscients de leur vie réelle ... a chaque
moment donc les groups et les individus se trouvent devant des résultats qu’ils
n’avaient pas voulus” (Debord 2006, 471). In Critique de la séparation he adds: “La
question n’est pas de constater que les gens vivent plus ou moins pauvrement ; mais
toujours d’une maniere qui leur échappe” (Debord 2006, 543). Yet, even having given up
interiority in the ordinary sense, his contempt for subjective depth was followed by the
admission that “they were not interested in anything but an adequate expression of
themselves, concretely.” Evidently something like an “adequate expression” cannot be
understood as self-expression, as a manifestation of subjective depth (which has just
been negated). Debord is likely moving in a dimension closer to a romantic expression of
fantasy as what responds, as a mechanism, to the “sentimental” (“ce qui nous
interpelle”) — and responds to it through the interiority of the poet, or the philosopher,
but does not coincide with an individuality — what is “infinite love” and yet, in its
expression, can appear only as Witz (which has a lot to do with the détournement), as
Friedrich Schlegel presents it in the Letter on the Novel (in the Gespriich iiber die Poesie):
“C’est un étre infini et il ne se borne nullement a accrocher et accoler une valeur

intéressante aux personnes, aux événements et situations, aux penchants individuels”
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(Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 1978, 325). The “individual tendencies” (penchants
individuels) are dismissed, then, together with any interest in persons, events,
situations: in short, all that makes up a “tale” (and a character). This reference to
romantic ideas (which is in a certain way always possible to make when reflecting on
avant-garde tools and their kinship with romantic Witz) witnesses the belief Debord
already reached about the fact that artistic expression should be a response to systemic
tendencies and not to individual “needs” — since the latter represent those very
“systemic tendencies,” yet unrecognized and mistaken for “authenticity.” Later in his
“career,” for some years he would substitute for artistic expression the concept of the
revolutionary gesture, but the substance of the thing did not change much. His
proximity with the Schlegel of the Athenaeum is, in any case, also suggested by the style
and word choice he uses to express the materialist certainty that people are defined by
the structure in which they live and not by what they think about themselves: (while
close-ups go on) “Tout comme on n’apprécie pas la valeur d'un homme selon la
conception qu’il a de lui-méme, on ne peut apprécier de tells époques de transformation
selon la conscience qu’en a I'époque” (Debord 2006, 471). “Il n'y a pas d’autre
connaissance de soi que I'historique. Nul ne sait qui il est s’il ne sait ce que sont ses
compagnons — et avant tout le supréme compagnon de I’alliance, le maitre des maitres,

le génie de 1'époque” (Idées, 139, p. 221). Debord translates the idea of “génie de
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I'époque” into materialistic terms: “bien au contraire, on doit expliquer la conscience a
’aide des contradictions de la vie matérielle, a 'aide du conflit qui existe entre les forces
de production sociales et les conditions sociales.” As the last word of this sentence still
resonates, a sudden cut makes the melancholic faces disappear; a procession of priests,
then the pope appears: exeunt facies, pontifex intrat: Witz as the essence of montage.

If we consider more broadly this film as a whole, it appears as the construction of
a group picture of certain individuals whose common traits were given by a material
condition, that is, the fact of “passing” through a specific space-time unity. No one is
oneself because of an essential interiority, but because she or he has been put through
some specific circumstances (one can just choose to abandon oneself to such
circumstances or not), a place, a time. Even beyond the theoretical elaboration Debord
aims at, the group he depicts here appears as the exact antithesis of a certain image of
the youth that French cinema had started to produce even before the advent of the
Nouvelle Vague, with films like the “archetypal” Les rendez-vous de Juillet (Jacques
Becker, 1949) and Les Tricheurs (Marcel Carné, 1958). The work of deconstruction Debord
performs in these films, and, what concerns us here, the deconstruction he seems to
perform on the two films Rohmer will do shortly after, consists in the isolation of certain
elements, usually presented as individual and existential, which are then “detourned”

and inserted into a historical whole, as pieces of a puzzle, where their meaning can be
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considered from a material perspective: “Ce qui était immédiatement vécu reparait figé
dans la distance, inscrit dans les gofits et les illusions d'une époque, emporté avec elle”
(Debord, Sur le passage). The supposed “immediately lived” element is usually
represented in films, for example, as the romantic encounter: the “existential encounter,”
the one that forces a life to come to a point of crisis, in which a whole life history is at
stake. This is the main structural element of the Moral Tales, which will become clearer
and more schematic in the four films that follow the shorter two we have analysed.
Obviously, this is an archetypal device in western literature, modelled on the encounter
with divinity, which Rohmer translates by focusing on the “moral” scrutiny of
interiority. In the last scene of La Carriére, Bertrand’s gaze is opposed, through an
immaterial distance, to the bodies of the young women in the sun. The existential
importance of this moment is stressed: it appears as isolated in time, the very moment
when the young man realizes his failure, his distance from the women against whom he
had measured his maturity throughout the year. It is, in short, the classical existential
landmark in self-narrative, a kind of moment that in a subsequent stereotypical
remembrance would be defined as the decisive moment of a life. Debord chooses to
address this kind of “private” element by inserting it into a historical, collective
dimension, using an alternation of filmic micro-sequences. For example, at a certain

moment we see scenes of a pro-French-Algeria demonstration in Algiers, complete with
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a military parade in which the generals Massu and Salan are recognizable — the two
participated in the putsch in Algiers on May 13, 1958 (Salan would also animate the
putsch of April 21, 1961). The first voice says: “Finalement, dans ce pays, cette fois
encore ce sont les hommes d’ordre qui se sont faits émeutiers. Ils ont assuré davantage
leur pouvoir. Le grotesque des conditions dominantes, ils ont pu 1'aggraver selon leur
cceur. IIs ont décoré leur systéme avec les pompes funebres du passé” (Debord 2006,
479). At the end of the last sentence we see De Gaulle, who was appointed prime
minister in 1958 and then became president the following year. A blank screen follows:
“Des années, come un seul instant prolongé jusque-la, prennent fin.” The spectator is
probably meant to realize how the fictive harmony between existential, meaningful time
and historical time suddenly falls apart in moments of crisis. Now Anna Karina appears,
in the famous commercial of Monsavon, the same Godard saw that same year and that
persuaded him to juxtapose again the young actress with the Algerian War in Le Petit
soldat.®? It is just a few seconds, though (she will come back later): the montage jumps to
a picture of a young woman who had already appeared, someone who belongs to the
author’s private experience, who shortly before was alluded to as someone he had

loved.®® While we see her, we hear the capital statement, “Ce qui était immédiatement

62 Made in 1960, released, because of censorship, only in 1963.
63 Fabien Danesi, in his analysis of the film, considers this image to pertain to the field of advertising like the
preceding scene with Anna Karina (cf. p. 70). Yet the nature of the picture, and the way Debord used it some
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vécu reparait figé dans la distance, inscrit dans les gofits et les illusions d"une époque,
emporté avec elle,” and, as the words are pronounced, we see again images of rioting
and repression. Then, a blank: “L’apparition d’événements que nous n’avons pas faits,
que d’autres ont faits contre nous, nous oblige a mesurer désormais le passage du
temps, ses résultats, la transformation de nos propres désirs en événements.” “Event”
has not, here, a philosophical meaning. It is just a historical event, its meaning
comparable to the one implicit in the phrase “the events of Algeria.” After the scrutiny
of materialist analysis, personal desires prove to be historical events too. They are
determined by structural movements, like the fable of interiority as authenticity,
“inscribed in the tastes and illusions of an epoch, carried away with it.” The advertising
image (here Anna Karina) constitutes a degree of separation of existential experience
from the material basis of history: it builds a safe space for the illusion of authenticity to
keep on living and offers a model around which it can increase its own ghostly
substance (the theorization of the society of spectacle starts from here). Yet only the
realization of the historical nature of our desires can force us to see the “events” not as a
natural catastrophe, but as something that has been made “against us” by our real

political enemies. The movement of neutralization of the illusion of authenticity is

minutes before, assigns it to the sphere of “private life.” This is important because the aim of the author is
exactly to demonstrate the superimposition of the two fields, which he does in this case by means of
juxtaposition.
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immediately doubled in a palindromic form: we now see another picture of a young
woman® belonging to the sentimental sphere of the author, and, while dramatic music
begins (Delalande’s Caprice in G minor), Anna Karina appears again, in the same
Monsavon commercial. She is in a tub now, spreading soap on her arm with a gesture
similar to those we will observe at the end of La Carriere. The separation evident between
Bertrand’s gaze and the women’s bodies resurfaces here in the passivity of the
spectator’s gaze in front of the body of the actress. This sense of passivity is emphasized
by the shift from the image of the woman supposedly desired in real life (at this point
the film has managed to make automatic our recognition of experiential images and
“spectacular” images) and the “artificial” object of desire. This scene is, moreover,
alternated with footage of solar eruptions (or nuclear explosion), probably suggesting
the idea that the ideological envelopment has absorbed everything, and no idea of
natural power (desire, for example) is possible anymore.®® “Laquelle avait peur de la vie,
avait peur de la nuit, avait peur d’étre prise, avait peur d’étre gardée ?” (Debord 2006,
480). Personal experience has disappeared, or, better, is revealed to be the serial

reproduction of spectacular clichés: while we observe Anna Karina, the immemorial

64 “Eliane Papai - 1'un des amours de Debord, photographiée par Ed van der Elsken pour son ouvrage Love
on the Left Bank” (Danesi 2011, 69).

65 “La « mensonge » publicitaire rencontre la « vérité » scientifique afin de créer une métaphore
cinématographique de la sidération amourouse” (Danesi 2011, 72).
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voice-over can acknowledge its loss of the multiplicity of his experience, not being able
to tell such experiences one from the other (“which one was afraid of life? which one
was afraid of the night?” etc.). Then the material “unity” of the structure is again
recalled by other images of police repressing a demonstration (“Ce qui doit étre aboli
continue, et notre usure continue avec”). Yet it is important to stress that this kind of
allegorical montage is not merely “demonstrative,” and that far from being just an
assertion of the futility of experience, it is also an attempt towards a sort of resistance, a
beyond, a “passage” (“notre vie est un voyage, dans I'hiver et dans la nuit, nous
cherchons notre passage”) through all these images of private life, these “documents
dérisoirs,” these close-ups that do not let themselves be effaced. This is the paradox
Agamben read in Debord’s obsession with everyday life, as first formulated in a passage
from Critique of Separation he quoted at the beginning of The Use of Bodies: “...cette
clandestinité de la vie privée, sur laquelle on ne possede jamais que des documents
dérisoires.”

The paradoxical nature of what Debord is doing lies in the fact that, on the one
hand he is denouncing what I have called in Rohmer the “voice of memory,” the
ideological construction of the self and of private experience that is really a social
product, regulated at an imaginary level by the “spectacle,” and, on a structural level, by

the economic, exploitative, violent relations (and we have seen the two sets of images
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corresponding to spectacle and structure); on the other hand, he is telling us that,
beyond the Marxist analysis that is necessary in order to understand the previous
denunciation, the possibility of an overcoming, of a “passage” beyond (a revolution), is
committed to those very images of private life, to the “ridiculous documents” of private
life and its clandestinity. An explanation, I believe, can be found in the meaning of the
word “clandestinity.” The “enemy forces” are too strong, too overwhelming, in the
revolutionary vision of modern society Debord has at the time of his first films (and the
perspective has not changed much since). The revolutionary struggle, as an avant-garde
battle in artistic expression and as actual political activity in social movements, cannot
be glorified as a “gigantomachy.” It is rather the clandestine guerrilla of the Resistance
to German occupation during World War Two (but without the Allied army’s support).
The enemy forces, as they started to be clearly seen in Debord’s vision, consist, on a first
and immediate level — the one experienced in urban life and in the bourgeois milieu to
which he belonged — in the ideological pervasiveness working first and foremost in the
construction of the singular personality, that is, of that very element of “authenticity”
that everyone is supposed to preserve inside the self. We have seen this in the analysis of
Rohmer’s two films: a voice, the personal remembrance, that constructs a story, assigns
roles, condemns, absolves, produces violence. What Debord understood is that it is

impossible to fight back solely on the ground of ideology, of “propaganda” (of form) —
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indeed, the conclusion about the futility of any political art (conceived as counter
propaganda) begins here. The only possible response is, in fact, a flight to the
clandestine, a subtraction of the personal dimension from any storytelling, and
especially the “authentic,” existential one. The clandestine, being a form of resistance,
has more to do with sabotage (and, at a certain level and in a certain historical context,
with terrorism) than with a refusal of politics. It is essentially, again, a compression, a
dissolution of the point of view of the story; which also is a refusal of judgment, both
self-judgement and a social one (which are, in the end, the same thing), and it is a form
of “vision” in the sense Deleuze saw it, as the potential of the new cinema (but we could
compare it with mere optical presence of the unprivileged point of view in the paintings
of Gargiulo we have seen in the previous chapter). Once freed from the glutinous matter
of the “tale,” of any biographical vision, the human being can perceive herself in her true
material position in society as a whole. This is a sort of materialist epiphany where one
can wake up to perceive the place and time in which she was living as a part of a larger
“system.” This kind of knowledge that constantly has to do with a certain notion of
“catastrophe” allows Debord to formulate a comprehensive reading of the situation of
world politics, which was, for mainstream cinema, and for the new cinema as well, not

only forbidden by censorship, but also made impossible by the very nature of the
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narrative device based on the “voice of memory,” and all the times that this device was
not explicitly attacked or obliquely deconstructed.

At a certain point in Critique de la separation, having demonstrated the futility of
personal experience, and the overwhelming power of the spectacular organization,
Debord shows us footage from the disorders happening in the Congo after
decolonisation: “pourtant, tout équilibre existant est remise en question chaque fois que
des hommes inconnus essaient de vivre autrement. Mais toujours, ce fut au loin. On
I’apprende par les journaux, par les Actualités. On reste a I’extérieur de ceci, comme
devant un spectacle de plus.” At this point a picture of Djamila Bouhired® appears. She
has been chosen to represent the resistance to the colonial war in Algeria, as well as a
politically active and meaningful life: a clandestine life, to be sure, and precisely at the
moment in which the oppressive power has put its hands on her. Yet only the position
of the spectator allows her to perceive this other form of the clandestine, the one truly
engaged in a material, meaningful struggle.®” Therefore, the lyrical admission of guilty
disengagement that follows, while the camera zooms in on an emotional close-up of the

face of the woman, appears as a response to that confession of futility about “private

% A member of the FLN during the battle of Algiers, arrested in 1957, then tortured and sentenced to death
for her terrorist activity. She was released in 1963 with other political prisoners as part of the Evian
Agreements.

67 One needs to see the fundamentally optimistic nature of this vision: every human, even the one drowned
in spectacular ideology, has a share in the clandestine nature of the most futile part of everyday life.
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life,” which represented the peak of desperation in the film; a positive response, because
only its clandestine character allowed the private being to escape the surveillance of the
ideological construction of the self and of the social body and to find a place from which
to recognize his own futility in front of the revolutionary woman (the revolutionary
Algeria). This would never be possible for a character taken into the “voice of memory”:
“on reste a I'extérieure de ceci, comme devant un spectacle de plus. Nous en sommes
séparés par notre propre non-intervention. C’est assez décevant quant a nous-mémes. A
quel moment le choix a-t-il tardé ? Quand I'occasion a-t-elle été manquée ? Nous n’avons
pas trouvé les armes qu’il fallait. Nous avons laissé faire.”

Et ce spectacle du passé fragmentaire et filtré, idiot, plein de bruit et de fureur,s®
il n’est pas question de le transmettre maintenant — de le « rendre », comme on
dit — dans un autre spectacle ordonné, qui jouerait le jeu de la compréhension
réglée, et de la participation. Non. Tout expression artistique cohérente exprime
déja la cohérence du passé, la passivité. Il convient de détruire la mémoire dans
l'art. De ruiner les conventions de sa communication. De démoraliser ses
amateurs. Quel travail !

It is necessary to understand that what is at stake here is an attack on a double
sort of mimesis — and the root of such duplicity is located in the role of memory. On the
one hand, it is the “classic” avant-garde assault on the mimetic dimension of art, which

had been developed in Brechtian poetic, and was in full expansion in those years (and

68 This Shakespearian/Faulknerian quotation was frequently used by Debord, for example to define
Hausmanian Paris: “it is a town, built by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”
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would meet with great popularity in the following twenty years). On the other side, by
placing the origin of ideological domination in memory (“it is necessary to destroy
memory in art”), Debord is recognizing the aesthetic dimension of ideological
domination in contemporary society (in particular concerning “character formation”),
where, indeed, the formation of the work of art, the thought of artistic “form,” has been

developed as an overcoming of the deprivation of the modern subject.

2.6 Catastrophe, Everydayness, “Clandestinity”: Le Signe du
Lion

The condition of existential clandestinity as a result of a catastrophe is at the core
of Rohmer’s first feature film, Le Signe du lion. Comparing it to his later productions, it
seems, on the one hand, to be radically different from what will follow; on the other
hand, it can be considered a sort of turning point in which the most important aesthetic
and ideological decisions were at stake, whose consequences brought the director in a
specific direction in subsequent years.® First, it does not feature the memorial dimension
typical of the other Moral Tales, materialized in the voice-over situating the perspective

of the story in a future perspective that grants the events stability. Instead, and unlike

6 It is important to note that his cameramen for this film was Pierre Lhomme, who, as we have seen, worked
on and codirected Le Joli Mai, which so emblematically diverges from Rohmer’s further production. This
circumstance stresses the value of the turning point of Le Signe du lion, where different directions are still
open.
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the six films that would follow, there is extradiegetic music, a violin sonata Rohmer
commissioned from Louis Saguer, a melancholic tune at the point of falling apart in
atonality (De Baecque and Herpe 2013, 100). Moreover, Le Signe du lion is constructed
almost abstractly, starting with two kinds of (abstract) movements: the first is vertical,
produced by the alternate rhythm of falling asleep and waking up, which signals the
turning points of the story as the body of the main character, Pierre Wesserlin (Jess
Hahn), descends to the ground or rises up; the second is horizontal, and defines the long
sequences of wandering around the city as the misfortune of Pierre grows, and the
movement itself progressively loses its purpose until it becomes pure displacement.”

The plot is quite simple: a typical bohémien of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, the failed
(although not exactly: he actually never tried and is proud of that) American musician,
Pierre, is woken up one morning by the postman and learns that his rich aunt has died,
which should make him a billionaire. The film had started with long shots of the
horizontal flowing of the Seine, then had followed the route of the postman, until the
ideal horizontal line of movement had been interrupted by the rising up of Pierre from
his bed. Yet, contrary to what might be suggested by the passage from the almost

hypnotic flowing of the river to the chaotic path of the postman’s scooter, to the

70 Suzanne Liandrat-Guigues has verified that there are eight walk sequences in the film: “Ces huit marches
permettent de vérifier la perte progressive de la fonction narrative de ces gestes au profit de 'émergence
d’un moment de pure flanerie” (Liandrat-Guigues 2012, 55).
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standing up of Pierre and the beginning of the “story” proper, such a beginning
coincides with the entrance into an unreal, fairy-tale dimension from which Pierre, not
much later, will need to wake up again — and that will be the moment when he finally
loses any residual hope and lies down in the street to sleep. On that morning of pure joy,
however, he borrows money from his friend Jean-Frangois (Van Doude) and gives a big
party, at the acme of which he commits a typical act of hybris, one that makes us
understand that something bad will happen soon: he shoots a rifle toward the night sky
(more specifically, at a street lamp). Indeed, soon before his 40t birthday, when all of his
friends have left Paris for summer vacation, he discovers that his aunt disinherited him.
Moreover, he gets kicked out of his apartment. Penniless, without friends, without a
place to stay, he starts desperately roaming around an empty Paris, kicked out from
cheap hotel after cheap hotel, his main daily activity consisting in trying to reach Jean-
Francois by phone at the journal where he works (but he is abroad for work), trying to
tind friends still in town to ask for money, selling his poor, residual stuff, buying the
cheapest meals. Despite these attempts, his fall is inexorable. Kicked out of his last hotel
(where they do not let him return to get his stuff) and having tried in vain to check into a
new place, he starts his purposeless wandering. The film marks this shift in the situation
clearly: we see him passing in full shot in a recognizable location: he is crossing Rue

Sufflot, as we see the Pantheon right behind him. Then, as he starts walking on the
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crowded sidewalk, we follow him from the side in tracking shots alternated with the
usual panorama. From now on, we will not see the space around him as an immediately
recognizable location. Of course, there are several landmarks that allow us to follow his
long itineraries on the map of Paris, but the space is not meaningfully perceived: that is,
the shot gives us the sensation that he is not going anywhere exactly, that there is no
connection between what happens (almost nothing) and his locations.” Displacements
are no longer responses to a sensory-motor necessity, exactly as it is the case with the
forme-balade theorized by Deleuze,” which we already saw for a brief moment in La
Boulangere (it is possible to say that, in that case, the random walking is a residual
element from this film, where its aesthetic role is dominant). At this point, he has lost all
direction, but still he has not completely abandoned hope. Night falls and we see him
among the usual lights of the cafés in Saint-Germain. He sits briefly on a bench in front
of a terrace and we hear a violin, which we will discover to be diegetic in a moment: a
poor street musician, an anticipation of his fate. When he stands, we see a man who had
been sleeping on the bench behind him: another anticipation, as well as a play of vertical

movements. As he sat observing people, the dream could timidly reappear, along with

71 “IIn’y a plus rien a espérer narrativement mais surtout ontologiquement : nous sommes placés devant un
réel bazinien, nous assistons a I’expression d'un continuum, d’un devenir qui affecte toute chose et tout
étre.” (Liandrat-Guigues 2012, 56)

72 An Interpretation of wandering in this film according to Deleuze’s theorization of the forme-balade is
possible to find in (Liandrat-Guigues 2012)
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hope; yet as he stands, we experience a brutal waking up again. Still, he finds Willy, an
acquaintance in the neighborhood. Willy gives him an address of a Romanian’ trafficker
who could maybe give him a job and two metro tickets in exchange for his last coins.
That night he puts himself down to sleep on some chairs from the bar terrace: he still has
hope of deliverance for the day after. Yet the Romanian lives in Nanterre, a long trip by
metro and then by walking. We see one of the two tickets slipping out of his pocket.
Once there (desolate, poor roads, almost no one in the streets), his contact is revealed to
be out of town indefinitely. Pierre goes back down into the metro: he has almost no
residual hope left, yet, supposedly, still a metro ticket to return to the city: that is more
than nothing, a reason to descend. This is a vertical, downward movement, reminiscent
of falling asleep, in search of hope; but he discovers that the ticket has disappeared.
Then we have an upward movement again, into the cruel daylight: a waking up,
possibly for good, almost a birth. From now on, the dispersive wandering really begins.
He is headed toward the city center, but there is no reason to do it, no event expected, no
sensory-motor chain is active anymore. There is also no residual hope of any kind, not
even coins to call the journal to look for his friend: in fact, at this moment he has stopped

looking for anybody. This turning point is stressed by the sudden beginning of

73 An homage to Pavulesku, the fascist intellectual we already met.
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extradiegetic music, the violin sonata we heard at the beginning of the film. During the
party scene, in a moment that seems now to have happened ages ago, Pierre had started
playing it, telling his friends that, as the postman had woken him up, he was dreaming
about it, and only the incredible news about the inheritance stopped him from
remembering to transcribe it. That music, which we hear now, and will hear throughout
his wanderings, was the sign of this reality behind the curtain of the dream, which has
now fallen. His long walk from Nanterre back to the Quartier Latin is shown with
several kinds of shots, mostly tracking shots from the side, panning, and a fixed frontal
camera seeing him approach or walking away, all shots that we found in La Boulangere,
which, from this point of view, is really a film about the passage from the first stage of
Rohmer’s career to the Moral Tales. Yet the climax of these long walk sequences is
attained when, at night, he walks along dark stone walls. Here Lhomme’s camera tracks
him in medium or American shots, and the short distance to the wall eliminates any
possible reference to a real place, to a goal in the movement, however ephemeral. This is
an example of the “espace-quelconque” Deleuze mentioned as a correlative of the forme-
balade and, more broadly, of the rupture in the movement-image. This kind of shot, by

the juxtaposition of two discrete plans,” eliminates even the effects of classical

74 See the analysis of Jacques (Aumont 1982) for Godard’s La Chinoise, This is Not a Textual Analysis (Godard’s
La Chinoise).
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perspective, effaces all human “comprehension” of the space, which really becomes a
formless background deprived of any reference to the dynamic of the plot, however
weak it might already be. As in every “fall” worthy of this name, the stations are many,
and for Pierre they are not over yet. Many small things have yet to occur until it will be
over: one shoe will break; his already stained suit will be completely ruined by a fight
with a shop keeper in Rue Mouffetard, from whom he tries to still food. We see him
lying down to sleep in the street several times, as if to desperately regain the dream.
Finally, he loses all shame, no longer able to keep up any appearance of decency. At this
point he meets an expert clochard (Jean Le Poulain), who gives him bread and wine and
takes him along to ask for money staging small street sketches, profiting from Pierre’s
ability as musician and his histrionic drunkenness. One night, during one of these
“spectacles” in front of one of the cafés where he once used to be a habitué, Pierre breaks
down, runs away, throws himself on the ground, put his head against a marble step,
shouting against his friend and the people around, asking to be alone, violently cursing
the “dirt” of the stones he touches (he had being doing that obsessively during his night
walks, cursing, in turn, his own name: “salté des pierres...”). This scene repeats the
usual vertical movement associated with falling asleep and the refusal of reality. He
seems to reject reality for good: he has chosen the dream and almost furiously he tries to

flee back into it. This is exactly what happens: there is a fairy tale beginning and a fairy
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tale conclusion. His friend Jean-Frangois recognizes him and tells him that his cousin,
who had inherited all the fortune in his place, has just died in a car accident. Pierre is
now a billionaire. He jumps up in joy and flees into a luxurious car with Jean-Frangois
and his girlfriend, abandoning his clochard companion and the small crowd that had
gathered.

If we try to interpret the narrative structure of this film as a trial, then the final
scene cannot be anything other than a surrender. Pierre’s ordeal consisted in entering a
reality different from the usual “festive” dimension of his idle existence. Yet just before
the completion, as he was revisiting as a clochard the places of his previous existence, he
quit and violently went back to the dream, which gently took him back. The
unlikelihood of the finale is striking, as the redoubling of the initial expedient singularly
contrasts with the gloomy atmosphere pervading the main part of the film. What,
however, is the meaning of such a “trial” structure? At the plot level, it seems to be an
attempt at liberation from a certain lifestyle, a certain character, a human typology. At a
formal level, as we have seen, the central part of the film suggests the liberation from a
certain narrative film style, with a prolonged “swerve” going back to the experimental
film of Isidor Isou prized by Rohmer some years before. Yet in order to penetrate the
ideological implication of this film (and to situate it within Rohmer’s development as an

artist), it is necessary to go back to the condition of its conception and realization. As
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explained by De Baecque and Herpe in their biography, the initial inspiration can be
found in an anecdote concerning something that happened some years before to Paul
Gégauff. Gégauff was a central figure for the group of the Cahiers and in general for the
development of the Nouvelle Vague. As noted several times by De Baecque, Gégauff,
fascinated Rohmer immensely as well as all the other members of his milieu, and had
been for this group a sort of Jacques Vaché (Surrealism) or Neal Cassidy (Beat
Generation). One of the most representative dandies of Saint-Germain-de-Prés, Gégauff
defined the cliché of the talented yet unoccupied man, obviously loved by women
(whom he despised), with fascist sympathies, and so on. He is best known for being the
screenwriter for many of Chabrol’s films (his figure is most notably evident in the
character of Brialy in Les Cousins). Rohmer had been his friend since the beginning of the
tifties and credited him as the author of the dialogue in Le Signe, even though Rohmer
wrote the entirety of the script and Gégauff just revised them as noted by De Baecque
and Herpe (2013, 98). The anecdote at the origin of the film dates back to 1955, as
Gégauff spent 4 months in Barcelona, embroiled in jewelry trafficking. There he waited
for some money, whose payment was constantly delayed, until he ended up broke,
kicked out from his first luxurious hotel and from a long series of cheaper places from
which he tried to run away without paying. In short, he lived the nightmare of becoming

a tramp, until the money was delivered and he was saved. In Rohmer’s biography, the
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authors explain how the original project for the film was much closer to its model: Pierre
was clearly inspired by Gégauff, and his relation to his friend Jean-Frangois mirrored the
friendship between Rohmer himself and Gégauff, a kind of relationship that we will find
again, for instance, in La Carriére. Moreover, the depiction of the milieu and atmosphere
of the Bohéme of Saint-Germain was given more attention. However, the result
evidently made Rohmer uneasy, which pushed him to work on effacing the traces that
made the project so close to his and Gégauff’s personal experience. Therefore, Pierre
became an American, although with German origins (Gégauff was Alsatian), and his
previous life, his success among his own milieu, is not explored (making it difficult for
the spectator to understand how he could survive without working for so many years),
nor is his relationship with Jean-Frangois explored. Of his previous life, we just see the
initial party: almost nothing remains of that small world of Saint-Germain-de-Prés
whose depiction was one of Rohmer’s initial objectives. This process of erasure, is proof
of a sudden uneasiness, of a need resulting in an attempt to free himself and his
imagination, from the influence of the “character Gégauff.” If we see things this way,
and if we interpret the structure of Le Signe as a trial, an ordeal — a failed one — then we
could read it as the failed attempt to free himself from Gégauff, his fictional character, of
course, but also the narrative, ideological function he represented. Not by chance, the

“sleep enchantment” that succeeds at the end of the film, as we see the friendship
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between Pierre and Jean-Frangois restored, mirrors the end of the “dispersive” roaming
in Rohmer’s cinematography, except for its brief return in La boulangere, as we have seen.
Indeed, the “character Gégauff” also resurfaces (Guillame in La Carriere, Adrien in La
Collectioneuse, Gérome in Le Genou de Claire — but also the narrator of La boulangeére, even
if different in many respects, brings a mark of him). Yet this character does not have a
great importance in himself: in the end, it is just a dandy, stylish, desired, contemptuous
of women. What matters is the “function Gégauff,” the ideological solution this man
embodied to the contradictions of his time, which made him so admired among the
strictly masculine group of young critics (soon directors), who were striving to
understand their position in contemporary society. Gégauff offers a figure of the natural
“dominator,” whose potential (strength, intelligence, talent) he himself dissipates in a
sort of permanent waste, an absolute “dépense.” Georges Bataille was among the
admirers of Gégaulff’s first novel, and yet, the existential function of such “dispersion”
was directed, in the case of Gégauff, toward the narcissistic reinforcement of the self
(and, at the aesthetic level, of the reassuring consistence of the point of view of the
story). Therefore, in this sense, the dissolution of the subject in the roaming sequences
represents a totally different kind of “dépense,” one that really works in the sense of
Bataille’s ecstatic dissolution of the subject and opening on a communal dimension, as

we have seen in the previous chapter and will see in the next one (and in the epilogue).
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Gégaulff is the man “pourri des talents” who spends his life in wasting them with
sovereign nonchalance. Nevertheless, he is a dominator anyway. Not using his strengths
directly, he prevails for his pure charisma: women, friends, enemies, all recognize his
superiority as a “natural” condition that does not need to assert itself violently. Now,
this kind of charismatic dominion, which was only the last of a long series of recurrences
of an aesthetic fantasy of dominion that had, in the last centuries, obsessed the social
groups deprived of effective power and influence in society (the decayed nobility, then
the intellectual bourgeoisie) was the perfect imaginary solution for a moment of fast
transformation for French and European society, where the progressive loss of colonial
power posed a serious problem of self-redefinition for the nationalist mindset. The
“function Gégauff” represented a fantasy of a dominion that, losing its immediate
foundation in military action and in direct, material presence, would continue to be
exercised anyway, as a charismatic, natural “right.” In this frame, the colonial relation,
as is often the case, doubled the male-female relationship, since, in a similar way,
“liberated” women would voluntary accept a relation of servitude toward superior men.
This explains, in my opinion, why the presence of such an ideological phantom
facilitated Rohmer’s way of coping with the Algerian War by transposing it onto the
relation with the “inferior” woman in the first two Moral Tales (and in the other

installments, although with some differences), where the influence of Gégauff is heavily
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felt. However, what really made this function so powerful was its actual historical
accuracy: the loss of “direct” colonialism (the impossible dream of “French Algeria”)
was undergoing a process of transformation that would have posed the foundation of a
not less effective exploitation, yet one that would be apparently exercised without a
military intervention, without direct violence, but as a “natural” result of the laws of
economy, free to rule the world. This new colonial relation would be ideologically
transfigured as a sort of “charisma of the west,” which would have nourished all the
commonplaces about the moral and cultural superiority of the western countries,
retrospectively explaining their “natural” right in relation to the rest of the world with
the voluntary nature of the migration of an increasing mass of people from former
colonies to the colonizer countries — exactly like the supposed voluntary servitude of
“liberated” women would retrospectively justify, in some fictional products, the
primacy of man. For all these reasons Gégauff was really the man “in a symbolic relation
with his time” (Wilde), not out of natural superiority, but because he embodied the
epochal shift in the way of exercising power, from the explicit exploitation of the first
imperialism, to the “natural functioning of the laws of economy” of the post-war
economic boom.

Yet why was Rohmer’s trial doomed to failure? Why could he not get rid of such

an ideological function and be free to see the world outside of its constriction? An
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answer might be found in his cultural formation, in his conservative attitude that
pushed him to look for liberation on a dead-end road. Instead of thinking of the
possibility of a permanence in Pierre’s new condition, in the permanent drifting, he tried
to resolve it through a Christian figure of salvation. The clochard Pierre, whom in the
end he betrays and abandons, can indeed easily be read as a Christ-like figure: the one
who gives him bread and wine when all hope is lost, who treats him like a child, who
cares for him as a father. When we see them together, Pierre has a strange hat similar to
an infant bonnet and is carried along by his companion in a stroller. This means that
Pierre’s trial was interpreted by the author as a sacrifice, a purification that should wash
away the victim’s sins, making him a child again. In other words, he understood the
liberation from the oppressive ideological function we have seen as a purification and
not as an epiphany about the material conditions of the society in which he lived. Still,
this “knowledge” had been present as a real possibility in the central part of the film: the
dispersive movement of his drifting (again: created by the camera of the same Pierre
Lhomme who would film Le Joli Mai) had started to undo the ideological texture of the
surface of the city: the city itself had started to appear as an alien body, a world of
violence and suffering, where the images seen from Pierre’s point of view seemed
unknown, with hostile events suggesting the presence of a thought inherent in the

images themselves — whose residual we will see in the voice-gaze of Bertrand in La
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carriere. Such “inherent thought” represents the disavowed possibility of escaping the
ideological hold defining the world with its rigid interpretive structures, which will
soon impose itself through the “voice of memory.” As I have suggested, this process was
also facilitated by the presence of the extradiegetic music, which, differently from the
“voice of memory,” did not channel the story in a precise direction toward the future, as
we hear music — as Sartre wrote — inside our imagination, but it does not belong to it
(Sartre 1992, 371). Therefore, the effacing of extradiegetic music from Rohmer’s creative
world inevitably marks the rise of the figure of the “voice of memory,” together with the
fixation of the ideological man-woman relation that shapes all the Moral Tales.
However, traces of this primordial conflict at the source of his creativity will persist: the
vitality itself of the character of the “seducer,” of the woman who attempts to deviate
from the straight itinerary of the male protagonist, directly embodies this repressed
possibility of liberation. Not by chance, the reason why the male narrator cannot let
himself be conquered by the seducer is in the end not a “moral” force — the banal fidelity
to a different ideal of woman — but the irresistible drive to participate in a fantasy of
domination that the seducer cannot satisfy, since she abandoned passivity and
autonomously chose him. The domination toward which the protagonist is attracted
remains, however, strictly delusional, which is not surprising since the role of this

illusory dominator consists in a mere participation, by proximity and affinity, in the
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charisma and power of a superior being (the character-Gégauff) that, whether or not it
coincides with the protagonist, will always remain a pure ideal separated from the self.
Therefore, we will see Frederic, the protagonist of L’amour l’aprés-midi, dreaming of
possessing sci-fi device that allows him to dominate women’s wills and have all whom
he desires; for the same reason, he will not surrender to the seduction of the one he
loves, since she is the only one who freely chooses him, therefore exercising an
autonomous will that deprives him of his “right” to absolute power. The same happens
to the protagonist of Ma nuit Chez Maud, who cannot allow himself to be chosen by Maud
and needs to go back to the one that he has unilaterally chosen, who does not yet even
know about his existence (with some adjustments, this frame returns in all Moral Tales).
At the end of Le Signe the couple of friends is recomposed: Jean-Frangois himself
rescues Pierre, whom he could have let go in his drifting. Their duo is immediately reset
in the usual, unequal relation: it was before a matter of charisma, but now Pierre’s
fortune will add to it, to stress the inequality of their ménage. Was a different kind of
relation possible? The question is important because, as it should be clear, in the world
configured in Rohmer’s Moral Tales from now on this will be the model for all human
relations. Yet, what is the meaning of the drifting experience that the film nevertheless
takes to unprecedented consequences? (a more extreme example would be Isou’s film —

as we have seen, admired by Rohmer — where, yet, the heavy presence of the
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commentary in voice-over offset the cognitive experience of the images with its
regressive ideological hold). The drifting has value of knowledge:, a negative one, yet
one that has the power to annihilate the pervasive, uninterrupted discourse of dominant
ideology. As I have suggested at the beginning of this section, it takes the character
inside the clandestinity we have seen at Debord’s frontier of the political. In that
dimension, the image of life in the big city, which would be one of the central
experiences of the Nouvelle Vague, is transfigured into a material epiphany.
Participation and activity reveal their illusory nature, transforming into their opposites,
and in complete isolation the human being — Pierre for example — now discovers his true
position in society. Above all, he accesses a minimal dimension of everyday experience,
where, in his abandonment, he is nevertheless abandoned also by the pervasive
discourse that constructs society, which had been weaving his “true selt” until some
days earlier, when the rising of his body could still put him in the dreamlike condition in
which he had a share. He had merely been a function of some socio-economic data, plus
an ideological “explanation” of himself. Now he discovers that his experience is a
“nothingness,” a void from the point of view of his previous life. “Ce vécu individuel de
la vie quotidienne séparée reste sans langage, sens concept, sans acces critique a son
propre passé qui n’est consigné nulle part. Il ne se communique pas” (Debord 2006,

1232). Yet in this clandestinity it is possible to look for a political dimension in
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opposition to the force of memory, exactly because, as noted by Debord, this experience
does not produce a memory systematized by ideological frames: its relation to time is
the minimal one, it is just the waiting for something to happen, for a possibility to
present itself”> — this is the experience of the clochard who roams the street waiting for a
possibility to eat, to drink, to have an enjoyment. There is no “story” in a novelistic sense
and therefore no ideology of the construction of the character: there are just some facts
that might happen, and the vagabond will do his best in order to make them happen.
For him there is no difference between productive and wasted time. In Critique de Ia
séparation, showing the random passage of people and vehicles on a central road of
Paris, the voice-over said:

Tout ce qui concerne la sphere de la perte, c’est a dire aussi bien ce que j'ai perdu
de moi-méme, le temps passé ; et la disparition, la fuite ; et plus généralement
I'écoulement des choses, et méme au sens social dominant, au sens donc le plus
vulgaire de I'emploi du temps, ce qui s’appelle le temps perdu, rencontre
étrangement dans cette ancienne expression militaire « en enfants perdus »,
rencontre la sphére de la découverte, de I'exploration d’un terrain inconnu ;
toutes les forme de la recherche, de ’aventure, de I'avant-garde.

The French military expression “as lost children” designates those soldiers
chosen to go on a small, dangerous avant-garde mission. Their possibility of action, their
hope of success, depends on the fact that the enemy forces do not see or know about

them. They inhabit a dimension so obscure that the power of the enemy passes above

75 Cf. Rapport sur la construction des situations (Debord 2006, 309-28).
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their existences without touching them. This is the meaning of clandestinity as political
possibility: the access to a sphere of everydayness where one is not taken any more into
the discourse of power. To be sure, this means renouncing one’s identity and having a
share in spectacular memory (the memory defined by the rhetoric frames through which
each of us builds her identity as a character), in the collective identity, as well as the
imaginary satisfaction of having a place and a role, of being “recognized.” This is
certainly utopic: indeed, only a form of disaster — the contact with an excessive reality —
gives access — or, better, casts one off — to this dark place of loss. Yet this is also the place
where one finally “sees” existence and the links to those two “secret societies” about
which the commentary of Le Joli Mai talks in its ending: the community of joy and that of
sorrow. Rohmer discards this possibility with the return of Pierre to the world of dreams
at the end of the film. The meaning of his experience will be now displaced, considered
as something alien, relegated to that same dimension to which belong the despised
(feminine and colonial) object that the male character will desire and reject at the same
time: “I would like to do like the Arab: in a street, he feels the street, while we think
about the goal,” says Adrian in La Collectioneuse (at the same time designating “the
Arab” as an object of desire, and displacing it in a separate dimension of
extraneousness), which is a counterpoint, again, to a passage in the commentary of Le

Joli Mai: “Maybe the truth is not the goal, but the street.” In fact, what would be the goal,
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the purpose of surrendering to the seduction of Maud or Chloé? The desire of these
women (for both roles Rohmer chose Algerian born actresses) would lead the
protagonist to an unknown, unexplored place, one where his moral character, so well

dissected and examined by “his” inner voice, would be reduced to a lost child.

2.7 Cléo de 5 a 7: beyond the script of the self

Le Signe du Lion has been often compared with another important film of the
time, one of the most celebrated of the Nouvelle Vague, Cléo de 5 a2 7 by Anges Varda. In
the latter, long sequences of solitary and “desperate” walking through the city of Paris
also have a central function.” Moreover, the crucial event, which sets the plot in motion,
is also an existential catastrophe: at the beginning of the film we come to know that the
main character, the young singer Cléo (Corinne Marchand), is waiting for the outcome
of a medical analysis, from which it might result that she has cancer. The first scene is set
in the office of a fortune teller who reads her future in tarot cards, and her response lets
us know that the mortal illness will be confirmed. The scene is shot from above: we see a
table, cards and the two women’s hands in a vertical shot as if from the ceiling, in color.

Yet as the camera gives us the close-ups of Cléo and the fortune teller, the film shifts to

76 Cf., for example, the monograph devoted to the film by Valerie Orpen (Orpen 2007, 57).
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black and white and will stay so until the end. Evidently, the disaster is visually
rendered with this effect: a complete shift in the woman’s life has happened, and it is an
overturning of her relation to the world. Nothing appears the same in her eyes, and the
film produces this impression in several ways. As in Le Signe, persons, things, situations
(most of which are encountered in the street) will be perceived as estranged, sinister,
menacing, unknown, as if she were exploring an alien world for the first time (one
should think back to the Martian). The film follows Cléo for almost two hours of her life,
from the encounter with the fortune teller, in Rue de Rivoli, until she meets the doctor at
the Salpétriere Hospital, in the company of Antoine (Antoine Bourseiller), a soldier on
leave she had met at the Parc Montsouris, who will have to leave town one hour later to
go back to Algeria. In these two hours, and along an itinerary across Paris that it is
perfectly possible to follow on a map, Cléo will have completed a personal
transformation: she will have changed her appearance, her way of seeing her
relationships with other people, her name — that is, regaining her “true” name, which is
not Cléo but Florance. Finally, Antoine, the young man who tempted with her a typical
Parisian “drague,” will become, at that point, not a flirtation anymore: as the two hear
the doctor confirm the cancer diagnosis, Antoine introduces himself as her brother.
Above all, the presence of death itself will have disappeared. As it often happens with

archetypical narrative paradigms, the end of life reveals itself to be the catalyst for an
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initiatic itinerary: “unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone;
but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”

The film has been thoroughly analysed in recent years, and two monographs”
are devoted to it; therefore, my reading here will be limited to the points where it
resonates with Rohmer’s. As noted by Steven Ungar, Varda’s film is an actualization of
the iconography of Death and the Maiden, which in turn is a variation on the subject of
Memento Mori as embodied in the late medieval Totentanz.”® As it happens in Le Sign, the
waiting for the “death sentence” completely changes Cléo’s life, relegating her to a
dimension of solitude, where all that constituted her previous life has vanished. All that
remains is a minimal experience of time, and a gaze that for the first time seems to see
the reality around her. The walking sequences are here, again, the main device used by
the director to make us perceive this new condition. The role of the extradiegetic music
also works in a similar way to Rohmer’s film. In her study, Claudia Gorbman has
showed that the use of extradiegetic music is directly associated with the shift to the
inner experience of the woman, as if the music were only in her mind and were a means
to let us sink into her perception (Gorbman 71-78). In this sense, one of the most striking

scenes is when Cléo leaves her apartment where she had an emotional breakdown

77 Valerie Orpen (2007) and Steven Ungar (2008).
78 According to Ungar, Varda substituted the two historical events usually associated with the Totentanz, the
Hundred Years” War and the Black Death, with the Algerian War and cancer (Ungar 2008, 90).
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during a rehearsal session with some musicians. She dresses in black (as if accepting her
fate for the first time), pulls off her wig, and exits into the street. In the courtyard, there
is a child playing a small accordion. These few notes will become extradiegetic and
resonate during her walk (the music derives from the last song she sang during the
rehearsal: “Crie d’amour”). The camera first follows her with a lateral tracking shot,
slightly preceding her with an angle of 45°: we see her figure against the city wall, like
we had seen Pierre at night, a similar desperation, the usual point of references
associated with classical perspective having disappeared. Then different kinds of shots
will demonstrate her realization of the unreality of what she sees and what she
remembers: images from the street, memories, fantasies, all will wash over her mind.
What she comes to realize is that her “self,” her character (Cléo was a fictive name), was
defined by others, the people in her life’: her friend and assistant Angele, her lover, her
musicians, her friend Dorothée even, whom she will meet along her itinerary in the 14t
arrondissement. Thus, such “derealisation” achieved both thematically and aesthetically
by her walking has the goal of eliminating the others” defining gaze and discourse. At
the end of this process, which will be completed when she is alone in the Parc

Montsouris and meets the soldier Antoine, she does not find a true “self,” her true

79 Alison Smith also noted that the film can be divided into a first part in which Cléo is seen through the eyes
of the others, and a second one in which she starts to see herself (Smith 1998, 97).
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personality: she will find a pure negativity, the one that, as we have seen, is experienced
in clandestinity (“1'oublie était leur passion dominant”). When she leaves the hospital
after hearing the words of the doctor, her close-up and Antoine’s (he himself has been
liberated from a heavy role, that of the man who chases after the women) resemble those
of people freshly arrived in town “without memory.” “I am not afraid anymore,” she
says, and fear is the companion of memory, as anxiety itself is the discourse of the “voice
of memory” (those who fear and languish in sorrow have, above all, the desire to forget).
Yet the film tells much more than this: it cannot avoid being a means through which
Varda had to deal with contradictions posed by her condition as an artist in the
historical moment. Notably, she inserted a reference to the Algerian War, according to
an image much used at the time (as we have seen at the beginning of this chapter), that
is, the soldier who is about to leave for the front. However, in the relation between the
two characters, it is possible to read a multiplicity of problems. What does it mean for
the transformation of her encounter from the typical drague (one of the obsessions, if not
the main one, of French urban cinema of the time) to a sibling relationship? Maybe, as it
often happens, personal and historical problems regain their original unity when
aestheticized. We see here the young photographer and director (who, with La Pointe

Courte in 1955, had produced, almost from nothing, one of the masterpieces of the new
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cinema, five years before the all-male Cahiers” group) entering for the first time the
masculine society of the Nouvelle Vague:

Comme je ne connaissais pas ces jeunes gens, c’est seulement sur un vague
souvenir de leurs visages (mieux identifiés plus tard) que je pourrais dire que
Chabrol, Truffaut, Rohmer (qui avait un autre nom), Brialy, Doniol-Valcroze et
Godard étaient réunis ce soir-la. Je suivais mal la conversation. Ils citaient mille
films et proposaient je ne sais quoi a Resnais, tous parlant vite, bavardant avec
animation, assis partout y compris sur le lit. Moi j’étais 1a comme par anomalie,
me sentant petite, ignorante, et seule fille parmi les garcon des Cahiers. (Quoted
in Smith 1998, 95)

What kind of relation could she expect to establish with young men whose main
model was Paul Gégauff? If that model, that ideological (and narrative) function, shaped
personal relations and the interpretation of the historical moment marked by the
decolonization and by the “Algerian events,” then it is likely that the new kind of
relation Varda could have envisioned would be something similar to the final close-ups
of Cléo and Antoine walking toward the camera, finally free from the fixed roles that
submission and domination need to create, not even brother and sister (there would still
be the family frame there), but, as Deleuze once said, “a brother and a sister” (Deleuze
1993). If we read her film in this way, we may also note that, at this point, the woman is
freed from her name: Cléo, Cléopatre. As Antoine says: “Cléo c’est I'Egypte,” an exotic
name from Africa, a name from a “land of colonies.” We see again the toxic relation of
colonial domination resurfacing in the dynamic between man and woman, forming an

inextricable knot. During their time together Antoine also says the following about his
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future trip to the front: “I would rather die for a woman than for war.” We see in the
final scene that, from now on, even if he could fulfill this desire, he would not die in a
classical, torrid romantic affair, with its unavoidable component of masochism: he
would rather die for a sister. He is finally liberated from the “function” from which
Rohmer’s characters will never be able to escape. There is a moment, in La carriére, when
Bertrand and Suzanne sleep in the young man’s room: she has no money to get a taxi
and asks for his hospitality. As she sits herself down on a chair and he takes the bed, we
see for the first time the possibility between them of a relationship beyond the typical
script that Paul Gégauff could have written: stereotypical roles, stereotypical words,
romantic jousting. Yet Bertrand fails in this only possibility he had to exit adolescence in
a different way than becoming Guillaume (which is, in any case, impossible outside of
the imaginary dimension): he mutters some unkind and unnecessary remark about the
fact that she is not his type, as though to placate an absent Guillaume and justify the fact
that he is about to sleep in the same room with a woman without trying to “profit” from
the circumstances, whereas Suzanne’s attitude had tried from the outset to eliminate any
uneasiness in the situation. When in the final installment of the Moral Tales we see
Frederic with an imaginary amulet through which he can dominate women’s minds (In
Les creatures, 1966, Varda will also show an engineer who creates a device to control

human minds), we understand that the amulet really works to keep these men
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subjugated to a powerful narrative about themselves, to their own inner voice, to the
script incessantly replicated. Therefore, at the end of this process, Cléo/Florence does not
see herself “with her own eyes,” does not see her “true self.” She is liberated from the
self: she inhabits the clandestine realm where finally she is fearless and not alone, with a
brother, en enfants perdus: “ma petite sceur, nous ne sommes pas beaux a voir. L'Isere et

la misere continuent. Nous n’avons pas de pouvoirs "% (Debord 2006, 55).

8 The commentary, from Debord’s first film, Hurlements en faveur de Sade, refers here to a twelve year old girl
who committed suicide by jumping into the Isere. She had been working as the main star (with the
pseudonym of Pirouette) of a radiophonic program: she is the victim of the Spectacle who announces the
theory yet to come.
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3 “How one lives within the subversive intention:”
Problems of political narrative in Balestrini’s first two
novels

“ma in nulla di tutto questo pensavo di poter svolgere una
parte.”
Balestrini

Introduction. From Tristano to Vogliamo tutto.

The central problem in assessing Nanni Balestrini’s narrative work consists in
evaluating the hiatus between his first novel, Tristano, published in 1966 when he was
one of the main figures of the Italian Neo-Avant-Garde, the Gruppo 63, and his later
Vogliamo tutto (We want everything), which appeared in 1971. At this time, the cultural
and political climate in Italy had completely shifted and the Group’s experience had
faded away, and Balestrini had fully committed to political engagement. The “passage”

between these two novels has been judged so important by critics' who have studied

1 In the critical essays added to the 2013 re-edition of the 1965 conference proceedings Il romanzo sperimentale
(Balestrini and Cortellessa 2013), this “passage” has been stressed by Andrea Cortellessa (204), Gabriele
Frasca (309), Emanuele Trevi (334), Raffaele Donnarumma (357). Balestrini himself insists several times on
the different historical context in which the two novels had been written: for example in an interview with
Cortellessa collected in the book I just quoted (204), or in an interview from 1972, immediately after the
publication of Vogliamo tutto, recently republished in an issue of Il verri devoted to the author — Il Verri: Ia
ricerca infinita di Nanni Balestrini (Cortellessa 2018, 19), followed by a 2018 interview on the same topic,
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Balestrini’s work because it ideologically represents a sort of “ontological difference,”
one that goes far beyond the one between the complex — although not explicitly political
— treatment of narrative material in Tristano, and the plain radical engagement of
Vogliamo Tutto, where avant-garde strategies are reformulated in order to produce a text
that might be effective in the struggle of the working class. What is at issue here is
nothing less than the difference between theory and praxis, a qualitative shift with a
fundamental centrality in the leftist ideology in the sixties and the seventies: it
represented for some intellectuals an access to “grace” or a salvation from the “sins” of
theory (a place of cowardice and absence of meaning), and an entry point into the realm
of redemption through praxis, which could be reached only through the Kierkegaardian
notion of the “leap.” In the context of art and literature, the leap was essentially from a
dying bourgeois aesthetics to a proletarian one, in which aesthetics would be reconciled
with praxis as a direct action on reality. It also, however, somehow repeated the
transition analyzed by Lukacs between “the realm of necessity” to the “realm of
freedom,” that is, from a historical phase in which the laws of economy impose a specific
course on the world and appear to human minds as disguised in ideological figures (and

we could add, the leap is itself an ideological figure of its own, presumed impossibility),

where the importance of the distance between the two novels is again stressed (24-25), although insisting on
the continuity of the radical political intention implied in both.
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and that moment in which humans start to impose, through violence, the rule of
previously super-structural principles? the values Lukacs himself formerly discussed in
Theory of the Novel.

In an article published in 1969 in the last issue of the journal Quindici, the final
act of the Gruppo 63, Balestrini writes: “Fatta dalle masse e per le masse, una nuova arte
rivoluzionaria, a differenza del realismo stalinista, puo nascere solo da un salto
rivoluzionario, cioe dal rifiuto, dalla rottura con la cultura di classe e repressiva della
borghesia” ? (Balestrini, Quindici 411). In a dialogue with Edoardo Sanguineti from the
mid-seventies, Balestrini expresses a similar view: “un’arte proletaria a differenza di
quella borghese, a differenza anche del realismo critico, si deve rivolgere, deve essere
compresa, deve servire a tutti gli strati della popolazione, per cui deve assumere
caratteristiche che alla nostra tradizione e al nostro gusto artistico ed elitario sembrano

di rozzezza e di semplificazione, oppure di piatta celebrazione” (Loreto 2014, 41). As we

2 “For however great the economic importance of violence was in the transition to capitalism, the economy
always had the upper hand while violence served and advanced its cause, removing obstacles from its path.
But now violence is placed at the disposal of principles that could occur only as ‘superstructure” in previous
societies, that is only as factors accompanying the inevitable process and determined by it. Violence is now
put to the service of man and the flowering of man.” (Lukacs 1971a, 537).

3 “Made by the masses and for the masses, a new revolutionary art, unlike Stalinist realism, can be born only
out of a revolutionary leap, out of a break with repressive class culture of the bourgeoisie.” Last emphasis is
mine. When not otherwise specified, translations are my own.

4 “A proletarian art, unlike bourgeois art, unlike, also, critical realism, must speak to all social classes: it
must be understood by everybody, and it must serve everyone; thus, it needs to acquire features that may
seem, to our tradition and to our artistic and elitist taste, crude and simplistic, or even made of dull flattery.”
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will see, these statements present several problems that will reappear in the way the
evolution of Balestrini’s production has been assessed by critics and himself, and which,
in my opinion, need to be examined in order to get a better understanding of the way his
texts work politically. In both texts he seems to stress a “directionality” that must belong
to political art (a proletarian and revolutionary art): namely, it must originate from the
mass and end in the mass, breaking its links with bourgeois culture. This clearly entails a
retraction of his own pre-68 method of production, which, although radical and anti-
bourgeois in its intentions, was nevertheless overly complicated and unconcerned with
its “popular” reception, as it usually happens with modernist art:

[la poesia] non dovra tentare di imprigionare, ma di seguire le cose, dovra evitare
di fossilizzarsi nei dogmi, ed essere invece ambigua e assurda, aperta a una
pluralita di significati e aliena dalle conclusioni: per rivelare mediante
un’estrema aderenza l'inafferrabile e il mutevole che ci circonda e che viviamo,
per contribuire a scongiurare 'atrofia dello spirito che ci assedia instancabile col
tentativo di separarci dall'umano. > (Balestrini, n.d., 48)

Although these reflections directly refer to poetry, as Balestrini was in those
years primarily a poet, they perfectly adapt to the theoretical premises of his novel
Tristano. On the contrary, Vogliamo tutto appears to follow the “direction” proposed in

the later texts: it is the expression of a working-class discursive instance (it is based on a

5 “[poetry] shall not try to seize, but to follow things; it shall avoid being fossilized in dogmas, being instead
ambiguous and absurd, open to a multitude of meanings and far from conclusions: in order to reveal,
through an extreme proximity, the elusive and unstable element that surrounds us and in which we live, in
order to contribute to preventing the spiritual atrophy that besieges us, tireless in its effort to separate us
from the human.”
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story orally told by a worker) and seems to be directed back to the “masses” (although
this is a rather complicated assumption, as we will see). Yet, this simple schema gives
way to several problems. First of all, the directionality itself needs to be clarified: what
does it mean that a work is produced by the masses? From a revolutionary perspective,
this means that in the future artistic creation should be accessible to everyone. In the
situation in which the idea was formulated, however, it perhaps means that the author
should strive to give a voice to the masses, as Balestrini did in Vogliamo tutto. Is this not
an old dream of western aesthetics, as, even outside of any political concern, the artist
dreamt of “giving voice,” to be a “vessel,” a means through which something else —
Nature mostly, but also Being, Divinity and so on — could speak? We would then be
facing, in this context, the reemergence of an old equation between the “masses” of
people and nature itself, that is, a typical bourgeois ideological figure®. Yet even more
problematic proves to be the other pole of the equation, the proletarian mass as a
recipient of literary production. In this sense, the work of art should be a sort of mirror
for the working class: but if we assume that the voice of the revolutionary proletarian
could speak through the work of art, who needs to listen? In other words, in terms of

revolutionary propaganda, which public is more strategically useful to reach? Perhaps,

¢ Benjamin, for example, noted the presence of this figure in seminal authors like Baudelaire and Hugo:
“With the crowd, nature exercises its fundamental rights over the city” (Benjamin 2006, 92).
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however, we are now inside another typical bourgeois ideological figure: the idea that a
work of art must have a specific public, an ideal recipient, a designated “customer” for
whom it has been designed in the first place. I will analyze these issues later in some
detail, as I will address Vogliamo tutto and the widespread critical interpretation that
defines it as an “epic” work. In order to evaluate properly all the elements at play, I will

now turn to a reading of Tristano.

3.1 Novel of the Theory: Tristano

Quando lessi questi testi non solo li trovai insignificanti ma non riuscii a scorgere
alcun elemento per il quale essi si riferissero al tema prescelto. Mi sento cosi
infelice e vorrei davvero morire. Rimisi il blocco di note sul tavolino davanti al
fuoco del caminetto. Da allora il nervosismo della donna si era molto accentuato
e era divenuto costante. In conseguenza dell’abbondante ricchezza di fito e di
zooplancton favorita anche dal fondo melmoso ... . (Balestrini 2007, 31)

These lines provide an illustrative example of the way Tristano works: we have
an ironic meta-textual note (no explicit reference to the title is found in the novel), some
sentences describing intimate relations and personal feelings, and a scientific
description. A few more typologies of sentences are disseminated throughout the text, in
particular historical references to the postwar situation and descriptions of violent
unrest. All of them are excerpts from different kinds of materials: romance novels, news
sources, historical texts, scientific manuals, geographical descriptions, and so on. Each

sentence is repeated two times in two different paragraphs, and all punctuation is
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erased, except periods. All names of persons and places are substituted by the letter C
(without a period).

The first point worth emphasizing is the impossibility of properly quoting the
text. The paragraph cited above is drawn from the third chapter, page 31 of my copy of
the book, but it could be located anywhere else in another copy: the book’s paragraphs
are arranged according to an algorithm that makes each copy unique (This is already the
division in “lasse narrative” that Balestrini will use in his later narrative works?),
preserving a division of ten chapters that are each ten pages long (two paragraphs per
page)®. This was not possible in 1966, when the first edition was published by Feltrinelli,
and the combinatory potential was compelled to remain a theoretical possibility. Only in
2007, with a new publisher and new printing technologies, did the book begin to be
printed in unique copies: “una tiratura di copie uniche numerate, contenente ciascuna

una diversa combinazione del materiale verbale precostituito, elaborate dal computer

7 This is a reminder that Balestrini’s first approach to the narrative text consists in applying forms typical of
the poetic tradition, with its constraints and clear division of “spaces,” as noted by Gian Paolo Renello in his
afterword to Blackout: “e evidente I'interesse dell’autore per la possibilita di applicare alla prosa tecniche
formali che sono patrimonio della poesia. Per esempio nel Tristano, del 1966, la prosa di Balestrini mostra
anche visivamente una caratteristica divisione in blocchi di testo, che gia Mario Spinella aveva definite ‘lasse
narrative,” con un’andatura strofica che rimanda alla forma epica medioevale della chanson de geste” (Renello
2009, 123). “The author’s interest in the possibility of applying to prose some formal techniques belonging to
poetry is claear. In Tristano, for instance, in 1966, Balestrini’s prose even visually shows a typical division in
text blocks, which Mario Spinella already called “narrative laisses,” with a strophic pace recalling the
medieval epic form of the chanson de geste.” Mario Spinella’s text, the first mention of the “epic quality” of
Balestrini, is now included as an appendix to La grande rivolta (Balestrini 1999, 335-36).

8 To exhaust all possible combinations one would need to print 109.027.350.432.000 copies, as estimated by
Umberto Eco in his introduction to the book.
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secondo un programma stabilito” (Balestrini 2007, xiv).® Before analyzing the way this
text works, it is necessary to challenge a common misunderstanding that could easily
arise in addressing a similar “object.” Given the book’s intimidating nature — the cover
of the first edition claimed that it was a text without characters, plot, or style — a natural
reaction for the reader could be the tendency to consider it a conceptual work of art: a
sort of readymade whose artistic “essence” cannot be experienced by actually reading it.
In this line of thinking, it might be sufficient to acknowledge that the book is considered
to be art by the cultural establishment: in this regard, it would be similar to Duchamp’s
Fountain, whose artistic meaning is not inherent in the object, but rather in the idea of
putting a urinal in a museum as if it were a sculpture by Bernini. The novel could
therefore be studied and interpreted without being read, as the analysis of a few
paragraphs would, in theory, be enough to understand its mechanism and therefore its
meaning. Moreover, the apparent randomness of the title choice (“Tristano, un ironico

omaggio all’archetipo del romanzo d’amore” (Balestrini 2007, xiv)?), could speak in

% “A print run of unique, numbered exemplars, each made of a different combination of the verbal,
readymade material, processed by the computer according to a defined algorithm.” From a recent
newspaper review: “It’s an absurd experiment, of course, but, like a Burroughs cut-up, mine managed
nonetheless to be drifting, impressionistic and oddly compelling. Yours might be different” (Martin 2014).

10 “Tristano, an ironic homage to the romance archetype.” Yet, see Loreto: “Per quel che riguarda Tristano ...
si capisce qualcuna delle ragioni che hanno portato alla scelta del Roman de Tristan quale ipertesto: Tristano &
I’eroe costretto a vivere celando in molte occasioni il proprio nome, e due, nel Roman, sono i personaggi che
hanno nome Isotta; 'ipotesto, poi, € in realta un macro-ipotesto, con la conseguenza che si danno tanti
diversi Isotta e Tristano quante sono le versioni storicamente diffusesi. Ne viene dunque I'impedimento a
che un nome identifichi un personaggio o comunque un esistente: cid che un nome porta con sé ¢ il nucleo
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favor of a similar point of view. Indeed, “there is no action nor place, no time, no
identifiable characters; style and genres are heterogeneous. This is indeed the zenith of
formal complexity and the transgression of conventions” (Contarini 2010, 115). Luigi
Weber adds:

La differenza con Calvino e Manganelli, insomma, non sta tanto nell’apparente
cordialita e nella godibilita dei loro iperromanzi rispetto a Tristano, che & invece
senza dubbio un testo privo di qualsiasi lusinga convenzionale; il discrimine non
& affatto riconducibile a un problema di ricezione. E I'intento dell’autore a
qualificare I'opera come oppositiva, infunzionale, inservibile. Questa inservibilita
da macchina celibe la qualifica come autenticamente d’avanguardia (Weber 2007,
244).n

We could start with the hypothesis that there is no proper “conceptual” work of
art, and that this whole idea is a means to undermine art and its potential. Indeed, even
the bare experience of lingering in front of a urinal in a museum should not be so easily
dismissed as the naive behavior of a non-educated spectator. In the case of Tristano, the

act of unthinkingly staring at an object is substituted by a constant movement of

di una situazione archetipica, astraibile dal fascio di versioni giunte fino a noi” (Loreto 2014, 132). (“As for
Tristano ... it is possible to understand some of the reasons that pushed the author to choose the Roman de
Tristan as a hypotext: Tristano is the hero forced to live while hiding his own name on several occasions;
moreover, in the Roman there are two characters named Isotta; finally, the hypotext is really a macro-
hypotext, so that we have as many different Isotta and Tristan as the historically transmitted versions. As a
consequence, a name cannot identify, here, a character or an ‘existent’ thing whatsoever: what a name
carries with itself is rather a nucleus for an archetypical situation that it might be possible to extract from the
texture of versions surviving to the present day).

11 “The difference with Calvino and Manganelli, in sum, is not so much in the apparent cordiality and in the
enjoyable nature of their “hyper-novels” compared to Tristano. That is instead, no doubt, a text deprived of
any conventional appeal; the difference is not at all in a reception problem. It is rather the author’s intention
to characterize the work as oppositional, non-functional, useless. Such uselessness, as in the case of a
bachelor machine, distinguishes it as genuinely Avant-Garde.”
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entering and exiting the text, as the identification with a point of view is time and again
offered to the reader, and immediately after refused. Each paragraph is meticulously
arranged in order to create a series of false, defective, or delusional connections between
the sentences, in order to continuously kindle and break the reader’s attention, as if at
every turn of the text a story could start anew. For example: “Poi senti battere
leggermente alla porta. Dopo un momento si raddrizzo e ando al lavandino. Per un
momento si tenne semplicemente immobile poi si accorse che tremava violentemente in
tutto il corpo. Breve pausa. C bussa alla porta.” In this passage, the knocking at the door,
followed by the notation, “[s/he] stood up and went to...,” automatically gives the
reader the sense of a story continuing, only to be immediately frustrated. Yet the
connections are not solely of the narrative kind; often the sentences are arranged
following vague consonances that nevertheless create a sort of surreal impression of the
presence of meaning: “L’impossibilita di narrare la realta di rendere visibili le forze che
I’attraversano e la spingono verso un divenire. Il vento e cessato completamente ma e
evidente che noi continuiamo a correre verso sud spinti da una forte corrente” (29). This
is perfectly in line with the programmatic essay I have already quoted, Linguaggio e
opposizione:

Un atteggiamento fondamentale del fare poesia diviene dunque lo ‘stuzzicare’ le
parole, il tendere loro un agguato mentre si allacciano in periodi, I'imporre
violenza alle strutture del linguaggio, lo spingere a limiti di rottura tutte le sue
proprieta. Si tratta di un linguaggio volto a ... provocare quei nodi e quegli
incontri inediti e sconcertanti che possono fare della poesia una vera frusta per il
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cervello del lettore, che quotidianamente annaspa immerso fino alla fronte nel
luogo comune e nella ripetizione.’? (Balestrini, n.d., 47).

Here, Balestrini has in mind a form of estrangement effect (the reference to
Shklovsky is evident) that is also at work in Tristano. The continuous shock the reader
experiences in reading the text has the power to make one see the pervasiveness of “the
commonplace and the repetition” in which one is submerged in everyday life. As
Francesco Muzzioli puts it:

la poetica dell’interruzione e della frammentarieta costituisce una modalita nello
stesso tempo di contestazione e di mimesi. Contestazione della logosfera e del
linguaggio dominante, perché ne prende a casaccio dei brandelli verbali e ne fa a
pezzi la presunta valenza comunicativa. E mimesi pero anche, perché si tratta di
indicare, nella tecnica del montaggio, la condizione precipua della modernita, le
nuove dimensioni della percezione, la realta franta che e possibile registrare solo
in un flusso frenato, desultorio e discontinuo. (Muzzioli, n.d., 62)13

Yet there is something more than this in Tristano: something that reveals itself to
our comprehension once we stop imagining it as a conceptual work and start to read it

as if it were just a “normal story,” accepting the experience of being drawn into the flow

12 “A fundamental attitude of making poetry becomes, thus, to ‘tease’ words, to set them up for an ambush
while they are weaving sentences, to impose violence on language structures, to push all its properties to the
breaking point. It is a language aimed to ... cause those knots and unexpected and baffling encounters that
can make of poetry a true whip for the reader’s mind, which thrashes daily, immersed up to the forehead in
common place and in repetition.”

13 “The poetics of interruption and fragmentation constitutes at the same time a modality of protest and of
mimesis. A protest against the dominant language’s logosphere, because it takes random verbal shreds from
it and makes pieces of its supposed communicative value. And a mimesis also, because it is about pointing
to the specific conditions of modernity inside the montage technique, that is, pointing to the new
dimensions of perception, to the fragmented reality that it is possible to observe only inside a restrained,
desultory, and discontinuous flux.”
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and expelled out of it with every sentence. The estrangement effect is surely a powerful
element in this text, but its “dominant” effect' lies elsewhere, and it is important to
analyze it, because it points directly to Balestrini’s later, politically engaged novelistic
production, which is at the center of this chapter. Jacqueline Risset perfectly describes it
in her introduction to the French translation published by Editions du Seuil in 1972, now
in the new Italian edition: it is the force of the narrative element, not so much something
present inside the text, but a mental schema produced by the reader, who cannot avoid
composing the text’s random materials into a narrative sequence, even if this sequence
needs to be interrupted and restarted every few lines. As in the Kantian schematization
operated by imagination and understanding, the reader needs to fall into the trap over
and over again. It is exactly this experience of deception that produces an enjoyment
that is unexpected in reading a text like this. Most importantly, the enjoyment of
assembling disparate elements in narrative segments stems from the continuous
interruptions in the reading experience. Risset calls this effect “desire for signification”:
“La lettura e la dimostrazione esemplare di questo desiderio di significato, di un significato
che infine blocchi il perpetuo slittamento del testo; qui, per effetto di una sistematica e

rinnovata frustrazione, il desiderio di significato e svelato, colto sul fatto” (Risset 2007,

14 Cg. Roman Jakobson, The dominant (Matejka and Pomorska 1971, 82-87).
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xvii).!® There is another, more important effect that is revealed in this context — namely,
the pervasiveness and dominance of the fiction itself: the fact that the fictional elements,
the narrative segments, are able to attract and absorb all other, non-fictional materials,
forcing the reader to seek a way to insert them in the ebbs and flows of the “narrative
drive:”

scopriamo un’altra legge, quella della pregnanza della fiction: in un testo prodotto
con la giustapposizione di frasi, prese a prestito tanto dalla fiction narrativa
quanto da diversi generi di descrizioni parascientifiche, € la fiction a imporre la
sua forma e a imprimerla sugli altri registri, trasformando I'enunciazione
geografica in frammento di racconto romanzesco, in episodio di una narrazione
interrotta, di una “storia” nascosta da ricostruire (Risset 2007, xvii).1é

This “pervasiveness of fiction” mostly works, according to Risset, through
personal names, and it is exactly for this reason that the names in the book are erased
and substituted with the letter C, so that this void might clearly appear as a narrative
“function” (or, to put it differently, as a function able to make us produce the
“narrative”). It is likely that Risset, in analyzing Balestrini’s text, might have in mind a

passage from Nathalie Sarraute’s L’ere du supgon, where the “narrative drive” is similarly

15 “The act of reading is the exemplar demonstration of such desire for meaning, of a meaning that may
interrupt, finally, the perpetual sliding away of the text; here, because of a systematic and renewed
frustration, the desire for meaning is revealed, caught in the act.”

16 “We discover another law, that of the pervasiveness of fiction: in a text produced through the juxtaposition
of sentences borrowed from narrative fiction and from several other genres of para-scientific descriptions,
fiction is what imposes its own form and imprint it on the other styles, transforming the geographic
enunciation in a fragment of novelistic narrative, or, better, into an episode of interrupted narration, of a
hidden ‘story” to be reconstructed.”
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exposed (although with specific reference to the creation of the “character”) and
characterized as a compulsory habit that pushes the reader to “typify,” which means, in
this case, to produce narrative sequences from the materials s/he is given, unless the
author does not take specific action to avoid or at least to make this process difficult
(which Balestrini does to an extreme degree, and as Sarraute herself used to do):

Le lecteur, en effet, méme le plus averti, dés qu’on I’abandonne a lui-méme, c’est
plus fort que lui, typifie.

Il le fait — comme d’ailleurs le romancier, aussitot qu’il se repose — sans méme
s’en apercevoir, pour la commodité de la vie quotidienne, a la suite d'un long
entrainement. Tel le chien de Pavlov, a qui le tintement d’une clochette fait
sécréter de la salive, sur le plus faible indice il fabrique des personnages.
(Sarraute 1585).

It is certainly not an accident that Sarraute’s work may offer an important
interpretive key to Balestrini’s novelistic production, as the Nouveau Roman was the main
source of inspiration and point of confrontation for Italian Avant-Garde authors in the
sixties. For now, it is important to stress that, while the exposure of the “pervasiveness
of fiction” and of the narrative-producing function of the personal name also works as a
form of estrangement, in accordance with the plan expressed in Linguaggio e opposizione,

this is not the only rhetorical effect produced by the text,'” In other words, if Tristano

17 As Brecht was another dominant reference for the political use of the estrangement effect at the time, it is
important to notice how the ludic, almost joyful effect deriving from Balestrini’s cut-up is indeed something
always present in Brecht’s theatrical experience: “The process of aesthetic autonomization, breaking the
action up into its smallest parts, thus has symbolic as well as epistemological meaning: it shows what the act
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seems to exclude any deep emotional involvement with the micronarratives it
disseminates, the reader is nevertheless absorbed into a fluctuating movement in and
out of an empathic “entry point” inside the always resurgent narrative. Even though
every movement “out” produces a rational shock and a realization of the functions
described by Risset, such rational understanding is anticipated every time due to the
text’s construction, by an emotional frustration. We should think of this as similar to
what happens in larger narrative contexts, when the point of view with which the reader
is empathically connected — the “standpoint” in which the work has placed her, to use a
terminology derived from Lukdacs’s early work on aesthetics!'® — goes through a stricture,
an abrupt dissolution, either because the character experiences the extinction of power
and is reduced to zero as a human sign, or, more importantly — as we have seen multiple
times in previous chapters — because the structure of the text itself produces this effect,
by making the standpoint fade or dissolve while we are still within the narrative (we
will examine this process as it returns in Balestrini’s later work).

The intricacies involved in this process are important because, in order to
understand the way Vogliamo tutto works politically, beyond the commonplaces

normally deployed to explain the effects of radical art (in the case of Vogliamo tutto, this

‘really’ is, no doubt, but the very activity of breaking it up and ‘analyzing’ it is itself a joyous process, a kind
of creative play, in which new acts are formed together out of pieces of the old” (Jameson 1998, 47).
18 (Lukécs 1974, 118).
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would be the almost universal reference to a shift from avant-garde novel to “epic”
form, which also signifies a shift from writing to orality), it is necessary to observe in this
early work the paradoxical coexistence of a double possibility for political effectiveness.
The first is the one normally associated with the estrangement effect, which, as we have
seen, functions through the production of a sort of intellectual shock. In his Aesthetics
Lukacs describes it, with reference to Brecht, as a sort of intellectual catharsis:

“Der Verfremdungseffekt ... will die blofs unmittelbare, erlebnishafte Katharsis
ausschalten, um Raum zu schaffen fiir eine, die durch eine vernunftmafiige
Erschiitterung des ganzes Menschen des Alltags ihn zu einer wirklichen Umkehr
zwingt”!? (Lukacs 1963a, 1. Halbband:825). It is possible to link this conception of art
with certain metaphors that, according to Hans Blumenberg, have been used since the
early modern era to describe the production of human knowledge as a violent gesture of
appropriation, in which nature is unveiled and forced to concede its (or more precisely
her, since it is obviously characterized, in this frame, as a female) secrets: “knowledge to

be acquired only through an act of violence, by outwitting the object, extorting

19 “The estrangement effect ... aims to exclude the purely immediate, emotional catharsis, in order to make
room for another kind of catharsis, based on a rational shake of the whole everyday human, which may
force him to a real conversion.” Or, in Benjamin’s words: “Hardly any appeal is made to the empathy of the
spectator. instead, the art of the epic theatre consists in producing astonishment rather than empathy. To put
it succinctly: instead of identifying with the characters, the audience should be educated to be astonished at
the circumstances under which they function” (Benjamin 1986c, 150).
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information from it under duress, interrogating it on the rack”? (Blumenberg 2010, 7).
According to Blumenberg, this framework, which rose to prominence with the
development of scientific knowledge in modern Europe, opposes a metaphorical
conception of truth as an overwhelming force that opens up to those who are able to
look for it and comes to humans as an offering, without violence (on the part of humans,
for sometimes the force by which it appears in its evidence is indeed violent). This
paradigm first appeared in the ancient world and became dominant through
Aristotelian thought and persisted through the Middle Ages. As we will see, this second
paradigm, of minor importance and on the losing side in the modern age, can be
nevertheless associated with the definition of a second form of a work of art’s political
effectiveness, which partly emerges in Tristano and that we will find some years later in
Vogliamo tutto.

For now, it is important to highlight a fundamental analogy between, on the one
hand, what I have called, following Lukacs, the standpoint of the work of art (as
narrative in this case), where the reader is captivated (although only with a fluctuating
movement in Tristano), and, on the other hand, the ideological perspective, where each

human is absorbed because of her particular position in society, that is, because of her

2 In the passage from linguaggio e opposizione quoted above, Balestrini wrote: “to impose violence on the
structures of language.”
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socio-economic position. The concept of Standpoint (Standpunkt) was used by Lukacs, 2!
as I have mentioned, in his (unpublished at the time) Philosophy of art, on which he
worked in the years 1912-1918. As Fredric Jameson has noted in a recent article about the
striking continuity between this early reflection on art (preceding the political
“conversion:” we see here again the leap (Jameson 2016, 26)) and the later Aesthetics, this
concept initially refers to the functioning of the work of art understood as a
“homogenous medium” produced by an intervention on ordinary experience: that is,
whatever the typology of art and genre, human experience, normally affected by a
multitude of factors and practical interests, needs to be restricted to and absorbed into a
device that forces it to focus on a limited amount of perceptual and intellectual elements,
while leaving out and ignoring others. It is, in sum, a reduction:

“Das homogene Medium erscheint nun in dieser Sicht vorerst als ein Einengen
der Apperzeption der Welt, als die Reduktion ihrer Elemente, Gegenstandlichkeits- und
Zusammenhangsformen auf das, was vom Standort eines solchen Verhaltens

wahrnehmbar ist”? (Lukacs 1963a, 1. Halbband:645).

21 “the idea of a perceptual standpoint is of course everywhere in the air in this period, from experimental
psychology to phenomenology, from notions of Weltanschauung to Henry James’ practice of ‘point of view’
in the narrative organization of the novel” (Jameson 2016, 36)

22 “The homogeneous medium appears, in this perspective, essentially as a restriction of the apperception of
the world, as the reduction of the world’s elements, of its forms of objectivity and connection to what can be
perceived from the point of view of such behavior [the artistic one].”
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What is important to stress at this point is the connection between the
homogenous medium as a device for reducing and focusing experience? and the
concept of standpoint (that the homogenous medium itself constitutes): especially
because, as it will be reformulated in History and class consciousness, it will come to
signify the ideological position of every human in society. In other words, ideology, too,
works as a reduction, as an exclusion of some elements from experience, so that this
latter might completely ignore a great deal of the real conditions (ideology as a way of
not seeing, as it happened with the “Neapolitan ideology” I addressed in Chapter 1),
while appearing to be a whole in itself (like a work of art).

Standpoint was evoked as a constitutive element in the unique definition of
ideology that was one of the influential originalities of History and Class
Consciousness. Ideology was there no longer considered false consciousness, but
rather a constitutive limitation of the mind:?* and Lukdcs ... analyzed bourgeois
ideology as the standpoint from which the social totality was masked or
distorted. Here too then, the passage from class experience into ideology was a
matter of reduction and of omission, of translation of heterogeneous social life
into a medium from which a host of registers and perceptions were structurally
omitted. Ideology was here, in other words, a new kind of homogeneous
medium, albeit one of thought rather than one of art. (Jameson 2016, 36).

23 “The materials arriving in the medium must not only somehow be translated into the specificity of that
medium: they must be purified of everything that cannot be registered by its type of materiality. Much must
be left out, much must be forgotten, the heterogeneity of life and experience must somehow be transformed
into a homogeneity that has little enough to do with the worldliness of that starting point” (Jameson 2016,
35).
24 Cf. Jameson 1971, 182.
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If we combine these two possibilities of the homogeneous medium as standpoint,
that is, the experience of art and of ideology, the following distinction must first be
drawn (beyond the obvious observation that every work of art is ideological): whereas
the experience of art is transient and constitutes an interruption in everyday life,
ideology seems to be an unabridged condition, a longue durée in which the human being
is like a prisoner — although a complacent prisoner. Here we are clearly referring to
bourgeois ideology, the ideology of the ruling class: the proletarian standpoint, as we
will see later, is a sort of degré zéro of ideology, and therefore has a specific status with
important consequences for our discourse. Moreover, there is another relevant
conclusion that needs to be emphasized, namely, that the effect of the two experiences
will likely be opposite (if we talk, as Lukacs does here, of “great” art): “where
presumably the spectator of the work of art emerges with heightened sensibilities and
powers ... the recipient of ideological reduction and purification can only be thereby
diminished. The concentration of experience which was somehow positive and vivifying
in art here becomes narrowness of vision” (Jameson 2016, 36-37). The most important
aspect will be, at this point, the “emergence,” the condition of “resurfacing” from the
capture in the medium, because in this specific action the political value of art will play a
role: as we have seen, the experience produced by the reading of Tristano is made by a

continuous repetition of the double movement of capture and resurfacing. In order to
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assess it from a clearer perspective, it is important to consider briefly how Lukacs
reformulates this passage in his later Aesthetics, where he attempts to clarify this
movement inside-outside the medium from the perspective of its reception by the

spectator, or the reader. While the human immersed in the world of experience can be

7

theoretically characterized, according to Lukacs, as the “whole man of everydayness,’
“der ganze Mensch des Alltags” (always taken inside the ideological reduction), once
absorbed into the reception of the work of art, the subject transforms itself into what
Lukacs calls “der Mensch ganz,” (with the adjective in predicative function): a complete,
tully realized human being (in opposition to the one submerged in everydayness). In

this condition of fullness, the subject experiences

Zwei miteinander eng verkniipfte Verhaltensarten, ndmlich ein Verengen des
Gerichtetseins auf die Aufienwelt, sein Sichzusammenziehen darauf, was durch
einen der Sinne erlebbar, oder wenigstens auf das, was von einem genau
bestimmten Aspekt aus wahrnehmbar ist, und andererseits die Suspension der
unmittelbar praktischen Zielsetzungen. Beides zusammen und
zusammenarbeitend ist da, um die Wahrnehmung von Gegenstanden in einer
Weise erfafSbar zu machen, die fiir normalen ganzen Menschen des Alltags
unerreichbar wire. Das homogene Medium verdankt dieser Verhaltensart seine
Moglichkeit. (Lukacs 1963a, 1. Halbband:657-58)25

% “Two tightly intertwined behaviors, namely a reduction of the orientation toward the external world, its
concentration on what constitutes the object of one single sense, or, at least, on what can be perceived from a
specific perspective; and, on the other side, the suspension of all immediate, practical goals. The presence of
both these behaviors, and their collaboration, makes possible a kind perception of objects that would never
be possible for the ‘everyday man.” The homogeneous medium is possible because of these conditions.”
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Lukécs characterizes the act of resurfacing from the absorption by resorting to
the concept of catharsis, as we will see later more in detail. Yet what he has in mind in
this instance, at least for the kind of art that he considers to have true political potential
(that is, not avant-garde art, or, to put it in other words, not a conceptual kind of art), will
be something different from the “intellectual catharsis” he defined with reference to
Brecht. As we have seen, in Tristano it is exactly this intellectual catharsis that plays a
major role, as the multiplication and the constant repetition of the dyad immersion-
emersion manage to provoke our rational reflection on the mechanism itself, and on the
functioning of the narrative drive that puts it in motion, which is why it can be
considered a “novelization” of a theoretical analysis of the novel as genre. Since,
however, the effect is likely produced by the constant juxtaposition of 1) narrative
segments taken from romantic novels, which are focused on the most immediate and
universal aspects of human interaction (which work like an irresistible lure for the
“desire for signification,” the narrative drive) and 2) constant references to the present
“state of the world” and to the political condition of historical distress, we as reader are
allowed to constantly experience the “seeds” of the other catharsis, as our point of view
is drawn into the movement of empathy with human relations, only to be crushed on the
rocks of the historical surface of society, over and over again. This experience will come

back, although with completely different coordinates, in Vogliamo tutto, for which some
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paragraphs from Tristano could serve as a sort of meta-commentary from a time after the
defeat of the struggles that we see there still alive and full of hope:

Vidi nei suoi occhi un lampo di speranza. L’ansia di un’era ancora futura che si
eleva a principio di liberta incondizionata a pura energia del dissenso. Grandi
occhi che sorridono. Ricomincio a parlare mentre C lo ascoltava con attenzione.
Forse ci muoviamo nei pressi di una catastrofe. Lei venne a sederglisi accanto al
letto e ascoltarono insieme la pioggia che batteva forte sul vetro della finestra.
Nel velo dell’ombra vide I'espressione del suo viso. Aveva aspettato anche
troppo quel momento. Continuava a parlare per tenere desta la sua attenzione.
Gli oggetti del mondo consistono in una serie di fattori momentanei che
scompaiono immediatamente dopo il loro apparire. Lei si sedette sul letto. Tutte
le cose si dissolvono in agglomerati di qualita e modi di essere indipendenti e
instabili. Speriamo che smetta di piovere. C sul letto cambio posizione. La
macchia rossa sul pavimento. (Balestrini 2007, 64).

3.2 “The anxiety for a yet-to-come era”: The influence of
Workerism on We Want Everything

Prima del ‘68 ero un apolitico. Ero genericamente di sinistra, certo, mi ero
interessato al marxismo, seguivo riviste come “Quaderni rossi”, ma in nulla di
tutto questo pensavo di poter svolgere una parte. I1 68 ha cambiato tutto. Ma
sempre attraverso il linguaggio: era quello che mi colpiva, sempre, nei
movimenti; ogni atto, ogni gesto, ogni sogno avveniva attraverso linguaggi
nuovi ed eccitanti. I miei libri “politici,” infatti, sono quelli pit1 “linguistici,”
quelli pit1 basati sul parlato, sul vissuto concreto dei parlanti. (Balestrini.
intervista. Il romanzo sperimentale. 204).2¢

26 “Before 68 I was apolitical. I was generally leftist, of course, I had been interested in Marxism, I used to follow
journals like ‘quaderni rossi,” but I thought I could play a role in nothing of all that. ’68 changed everything. Yet
through language, in any case: it was language that used to strike me, always, in the political movements; every act,
every gesture, every dream happened through new and exciting languages. My ‘political’ books, indeed, are those more
‘linguistic,” those more founded in the spoken language, in the concrete lived experience of the speakers.”
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In describing May "68 as the “leap” into active politics., Balestrini gives us his
own version of what has become a sort of critical myth about his post-68 work: the
abrupt passage from experimental, avant-garde literature to the “epic” dimension
inaugurated with Vogliamo tutto in 1971. Indeed, we can find in this passage several key
elements for any critical discourse on Balestrini’s work. First of all, there is the
acknowledgement of the predominance of “orality” (il parlato), which is, no doubt, one
of the main reasons why a link with “epic” has been so widely made (but not the only
reason). Yet it would be more productive to link this reference to the oral dimension
with another important clue we find in this paragraph, that is, the reference to Quaderni
rossi, the journal founded in 1961 in Turin by Raniero Panzieri and other leftist
intellectuals and militants marginalized by the official leftist organization,?” which is
considered to be the inaugural act of workerism (operaismo).?® Indeed, as we will see in a
moment, a special focus on “oral dimension” and first-hand experience, in the forms of

sociological surveys in the factories, together with a wide use of oral history aimed at the

27 “Most were members of a younger political generation: in Milan, a group of left Socialists around Luciano
della Mea; in Rome. A circle led by Mario Tronti, many of them members of the PCI’s long —troublesome
cell at the university. In Turin itself, he [Panzieri] was to find a more eclectic group of political
activists.”(Wright 2002, 20). Panzieri was still part of the Psi, although he had lost the direction of the official
journal Mondo operaio, which he had held since 1957.

28 “The themes developed by Quaderni rossi and its operaist offspring were in many ways prophetic. A
marginal grouping of intellectuals managed to put their finger on the pulse of discontent and to identify its
causes in the transformations of the labour process in the factories, but in addition they anticipated the
radical demands” (Lumley 1990, 40—41).
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analysis of class composition and class struggle, was a key feature for the operational
methodology of this group. Moreover, the experience represented by Quaderni rossi is of
great importance to understand, later, the meaning of what has been called the
Autonomia operaia, which, after workerism, represented the socio-political milieu inside
of which Balestrini’s experience as a writer (and more broadly as an artist) and militant
developed. Yet, in order to analyze more fully the several elements that, from here,
heavily influenced Balestini’s work both formally and thematically, it is important to
outline briefly the main stages in the development of workerism, in which the vast
majority of these elements have their roots, to see how they emerged in connection with
historical circumstances.

Workerism can be seen as a theoretical and organizational response to a
historical shift inside the structure of Italian society during the years of strong economic
growth, as both capital and “class composition” — to use a terminology that was
developed by workerist intellectuals — went through a quick process of transformation,
which was too abrupt to be followed by the “official” interpretation provided by the PCI
and the other major organization of the left; although, as it will become soon apparent,
this lack of understanding was also the mark of a precise political choice. Not by chance,

the history of workerism is not linear, and can be seen, instead, as being punctuated by a
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series of historical “leaps” that marked moments of abrupt accelerations.?” There are, at
the beginning, the “events” of 1956,% and more generally the problematization of the
relation between the Italian left and the Soviet Union throughout the fifties, which
produced, at least inside the PSI (Italian Socialist Party), a concrete pretext for advancing
in the politic of getting closer to the “area of government,” which left behind the more
extremist attitude that followed in previous years.>!

The second “moment of acceleration” was produced by a series of street clashes
between young leftist students and workers on the one side and the police on the other
(during which ten demonstrators were killed) over an attempt to block a fascist political
rally that should have taken place in Genoa on July 2, 1960.3? Balestrini and Primo

Moroni, in L’orda d’oro,*® their book about social movements in Italy between the sixties

2 “An acceleration which is one step ahead of the process, which would impose on it no alien goals or self-
made utopias but merely illuminates its own immanent purpose whenever the revolution takes fright at the
‘indefinite enormity of its own aims” and threatens to totter and lapse into compromise.” (Lukacs 1971a,
437).

3 The denunciation of Stalinism’s crime by Khruschev, the repression of a worker’s insurrection in Poznan
(Poland) and of the Hungarian Revolution by military intervention.

31 “In the time-honoured Italian tradition of trasformismo, Nenni adroitly exploited the repression of Polish
workers in Poznan to open a dialogue with Saragat, leader of the breakaway Social Democrats. By October
of 1956, Nenni had succeeded in changing the 22-year-old “unity of action’ pact with the PCI to one of
‘consultation’. When the 3274 PSI congress was held six months later, Nenni moved into a commanding
position within the organization’s leadership. From here he began to explore a number of possible courses
of action, culminating in the early 1969s with the Socialists” return to a coalition of government with the
Christian Democrats” (Wright 2002, 15).

32 As a consequence the fascists’ rally in Genoa was finally cancelled, and Prime Minister Tambroni
resigned.

3 ]t is necessary to clarify the choice of using this book as source for my work. 1. Being one of the authors
the main focus of the chapter, it is only natural that exploring his point of view on the entire parable of
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and the seventies, have stressed the central importance of this moment in the history of
Italian class struggles, as for the first time a split between official leftist organizations
and the “mass” of the rank-and-file becomes apparent (especially because of the
presence of a new generation of workers and students who grew up in the post-war
years): a sign of the aforementioned incapacity, at the high levels of the political
organizations, to “read” the shift in class composition:

Ma a Genova e altrove i lavoratori e i giovani non si sono scontrati solo con le
forze della repressione, ma anche con i dirigenti della sinistra che tentavano di
frenare la loro azione, di imprimerle un carattere esclusivamente legale e
inoffensivo. La loro reazione e stata molto dura ... Un po’ ovunque, i dirigenti
della sinistra sono stati criticati, e persino fischiati, per le loro esitazioni. Certo
non si puo parlare di una rottura netta tra i lavoratori e le loro direzioni
burocratiche, ma un buon numero di operai, di giovani, di ex partigiani,
capiscono gia da ora che il problema non consiste solo nel sapere se le direzioni
dei partiti sono pitt 0 meno molli ... . In luglio gli operai, i giovani, reclamavano
forme di lotta che le organizzazioni tradizionali non potevano offrire. (Balestrini
and Moroni 1988, 15)3

political struggles in Italy along two decades be key to understand his work. 2. The book is not intended to
be a scientific work properly said, nor an historiographical enterprise. It is rather a hybrid object which
immediately declares to side with the struggles, of which both authors have been active part (Moroni has
been a librarian activist especially dedicated to the history of the movements and to the communication of
the contents produced by them). Indeed, the book uses a great variety of sources, from official documents of
several kinds to private recollections, up to the private experience of the authors and of the other
collaborators. In order to rightly assess its validity, it is necessary to remember that a study of the struggles
of those two decades solely based on official sources, would be necessarily doomed to be “unscientific” in
any case, since the “official” sources are those established and approved by the part that won the war that
the movements have lost (with a huge part of political and criminal responsibilities regarding state terrorism
and repression that have never been cleared). No “objectivity” is possible around this matter, at least for
now.

34 “But in Genoa and elsewhere workers and young people did not clash only with the forces of repression, but also
with the high ranks of the left who attempted to hold back their action, to contain it inside legality and to render it
inoffensive. Their reaction was very strong ... almost everywhere, the high ranks of the left have been criticized,

maligned even, because of their hesitations. Of course, it is not possible to speak about a clear break between workers
and their bureaucratic apparatuses, yet a high number of workers, young people, ex-partisans, already understand that
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This “separation” appeared to be immediately irreparable, and we can see in it,
in an embryonic form, the growing distance between the “two societies” that Asor Rosa
discussed in a famous article written in "77 immediately after the clashes at the Sapienza
to block another political rally — this time, though, held by the secretary of the CGIL
Luciano Lama (Asor Rosa 1977, 63-68). Yet there are other two important elements
Balestrini and Moroni stress about the facts of July "60: that is, the first appearance of a
political connection between students and workers of the younger generation® (which
will be key to understanding the peculiarity of Italian '68) and a generational “cultural
difference” of those same young people in comparison to their predecessors in the
Italian class struggle. They had been raised in a more affluent society, where the first
effects of mass education, together with increasing consumerism and the influence of
American mass culture, provoked the development of a self-consciousness focused on
personal needs and expectations, one that, because of a strange alchemy, was channeled

toward a new political consideration of everydayness, which turned out to be the

the problem is not so much to get to know if the party managements are more or less weak ... In July the workers, the
young people, demanded forms of struggle that the traditional organization could not offer.”

3 “Una forza del tutto nuova ha fatto la sua comparsa in queste giornate: questo elemento che ha fatto
saltare sia i progetti della borghesia che dei partiti di sinistra e stata la massa giovanile operaia e
studentesca. ... € a partire da qui che si organizza, al di fuori dei partiti e dei sindacati, una vera unita tra
operai e studenti” (Balestrini and Moroni 1988, 12-13). “A completely new force appeared on stage these days:
this element that ruined the projects of the bourgeoisie and those of the leftist parties, was the mass of the youth,
composed of workers and students. ... it is here that a true unity between workers and students starts to organize
outside the parties and the trade unions.”
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establishing element of many of the social movements at the end of the sixties and
seventies*® (the body, the personal, as immediately political: a conception and a praxis
especially developed by feminist and homosexual organizations in the seventies) — and
that only much later was perverted in the disengagement of the eighties. Obviously,
such a cultural shift had its roots in the economical “miracle” of those years, where the
drive toward dramatic industrial development in the north was fueled by a strong
reorganization of the factory® and by the large scale exploitation of a still low-cost
labour force,? that was compelled to perform a huge internal migratory movement from
the south, which also caused the definitive transformation of the country in an urban-
centered environment, with the expansion of big industrial cities like Turin and Milan:

Nel nuovo assetto produttivo industriale I'introduzione massiccia delle catena di
montaggio richiedeva enormi quote di forza lavoro. Era avvenuto in realta un

% “nell'utilizzazione del tempo vissuto i 15/20enni della meta degli anni Cinquanta manifestavano
insofferenza nei confronti sia della troppo rigida morale operaia, sia della produzione culturale ufficiale,
anche democratica (film, musica, riviste, ecc.). La massiccia importazione di film americani, pur servendo ad
una parziale ‘colonizzazione” sui modelli affascinanti dell”“american way of life,” aveva pero sedimentato
immaginari di societa diverse e di vissuti generazionali affascinanti.” (Balestrini and Moroni 1988, 16) “The
way they used their free time, the 15-20 year olds of the mid-fifties, showed intolerance for the too strict workers’ ethic
on the one hand, and for the dominant culture on the other (films, music, magazines, etc.). The massive importation of
American films, even if it worked toward a partial ‘colonization’ based on the models of the ‘American way of life,’
had been able nonetheless to inoculate the imaginaries of different societies and of fascinating generational lived
experiences.”

37%...in 1947 Candy produced one washing-machine per day ... by 1967 ... Candy was now producing one
washing-machine every fifteen seconds.” (Ginsborg 1990, 215)

3 “it is quite clear that the “miracle’ could not have taken place without the low cost of labour then prevalent
in Italy. The high levels of Italian unemployment in the 1950s ensured that demand for work far exceeded
supply, with predictable consequences in terms of wage rates. The unions’ post-war power had been
effectively broken, and the way was now open to increase productivity and exploitation. ... Between 1953
and 1960, while industrial production rose from a base of 100 to 189, and workers” productivity from 100 to
162, real wages in industry fell very slightly from 100 to 99.4” (Ginsborg 1990, 214)
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sisma sotterraneo che aveva sconvolto la fabbrica, la manodopera, la sua eta, la
sua provenienza, le sue mansioni. Era iniziata la seconda (questa volta enorme)
migrazione dal sud al nord. Una seconda generazione operaia si formava nei
tessuti metropolitani.® (Balestrini and Moroni 1988, 16).

The importance of Panzieri and his group is due exactly to the ability to
understand and to articulate theoretically such novelties. Given the increasing
disconnection between the new composition of the working class on the one side, and
the leadership of the PCI and other leftist organizations on the other, the concept of the
“autonomy” of the working class rose to prominence,* in disagreement with the
ideological interpretation that saw in the working class a sort of inert (yet hard laboring)
body of which the party was the soul, and the trade unions, maybe, the nervous system.
The concept (and the practice) of autonomy is the seed from which the whole politics of
the sixties and the seventies is derived. It does not imply, solely, the idea of the necessity
of a more democratic management of the working class” struggle in relation to its official
organization. If it is true that the autonomous organization of the struggle inside the
factory was its main manifestation throughout the sixties, it also slowly resulted,
especially during the seventies with a further shift in the composition of the working

class, in the progressive devalorization of a view of socialism as a project of political

39 “In the new industrial production system, the massive introduction of the assembly line required enormous quantities
of work force. Actually an underground earthquake had happened that shook up the factory, the manpower, its average
age, its geographical origin, its tasks. The second (this time enormous) migration wave from the south to the north had

begun. A second generation of workers was being formed in the metropolitan textures.”

40 It was, of course, a concept widely circulating in dissident Marxism during the fifties (Wright 2002, 6-31).
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takeover of state power, which would have transformed society from above, while
intellectuals should have kept on “hegemonizing” and workers, of course, would have
continued to produce with discipline and to boost bourgeois development (this was the
official view of the PCI, and, although in opposite terms, that of leftist terrorism?*!).
Indeed, autonomy as a class worldview, and especially as a political attitude in
everydayness, progressively came to mean a permanent (even just at a low intensity at
certain moments) struggle to improve conditions for workers in the here and now, in the
workplace and outside of it, with the proliferation of attempts to create environments
already “liberated” from capitalist oppression, where it would have been possible to
experiment with new forms of life without having to wait for the “final” revolution. As
early as in 1958, Panzieri had written, together with Lucio Libertini:

L’ideale del socialismo é si un ideale che contrasta profondamente e senza
possibilita di conciliazione con la societa capitalistica, ma e un ideale che occorre
far vivere giorno per giorno, conquistare ora per ora nelle lotte; che nasce e si
sviluppa nella misura nella quale ciascuna lotta serve a far maturare e avanzare
istituti nati dal basso, la cui natura sia per 'appunto gia affermazione del
socialismo.#? (Panzieri 1973, 114).

Without a reflection on this phenomenon, it is impossible to grasp the “story”

told by (or through) Balestrini in Vogliamo tutto, where the historical necessity of the

4 As maintained by the several authors of “Do you remember revolution?” (Hardt and Virno 1996).

42 “Of course the socialist ideal deeply opposes capitalist society, without possibilities of reconciliation, yet it is an ideal
that one needs to make live day by day, to conquer hour after hour inside the struggles; it is born and grows as each
struggle works toward the ripening and advance of institutions from below, whose nature may already be an affirmation
of socialism.”
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emergence of autonomy as a “form of life,” even before its manifestation as a political
strategy, is shown through the life experience of a young worker from the south. Yet
“shown” may not be the appropriate word, as this story is told in first person by the
worker himself: Balestrini, notoriously recorded the story of Alfonso with a
magnetophone and then transformed it into his novel. We will see later the aesthetic and
ideological implications of this procedure. For now, it is important to note that this very
procedure is extremely close to the practice of the “co-research” (conricerca) developed
in “Quaderni rossi” by Romano Alquati, which had been encouraged by Panzieri’s
personal attitude toward the use of sociological and anthropological work aimed at a
better understanding (for political purposes) of the conditions and ideologies of the
working class, as he himself had worked, in earlier years, during his university
appointment in Sicily, together with the anthropologist Ernesto De Martino.® In L’orda
d’oro, Balestrini and Moroni stress the importance of Alquati’s activity, which proves to
be one of the most important points of reference for the conception of the author’s own

way to the novel ** Yet Vogliamo tutto seems to be especially indebted to Danilo Montaldi’s

4 “While it is true that Panzieri’s openness to a critical use of sociology ... reveals a debt to Adorno, its
direct inspiration lay much closer to home ... . What might loosely be termed an Italian radical sociology
had already emerged after the war. This was largely confined to studies of ‘Southern question” which, apart
from the accounts of peasant life by Ernesto De Martino, tended to present themselves primarily as works of
‘literature”” (Wright 2002, 22).

4 “Ed e proprio I'indagine, la ricerca, 'inchiesta operaia che caratterizza una parte consistente del lavoro di
“quaderni rossi.” L’elemento fondamentale per rinnovare 1’analisi e rappresentato da quello che Romano
Alquati (una delle intelligenze piu straordinarie di quegli anni) incomincia a chiamare ‘conricerca’. Che e
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works, starting with Milano, Corea — inchiesta sugli immigrati, which, written in 1960 in
collaboration with the pacifist activist Franco Alasia, is one of the earliest surveys on the
life of southern workers in the northern “metropolis*” (Milan will be the first city to
which Vogliamo tutto’s protagonist moves to find work). In terms of the structure and
formal features of Balestrini’s novel, however, the following works by Montaldi seem to
be even more relevant, since they are comprised of transcriptions of firsthand oral
accounts. In Autobiografie della leggera (1961), the protagonists are subalterns, homeless,
and outcasts of various sorts; in the case of Militanti politici di base (1971), we can read the
recollections of socialist activists of various generations from the province of Cremona.

All accounts are transcribed with great attention to the spoken text (some of them —

un’attivita pratica di conoscenza. ‘Si comincia cioé ad andare a vedere come sono fatte, come funzionano
realmente le fabbriche, come sono fatti gli operai, come ¢ fatto il comando nella fabbrica, si comincia a
mettere in circolazione una parola d’ordine che e appunto quella dell’inchiesta operaia, fatta insieme agli
operai, dal loro punto di vista soggettivo. L’inchiesta e la ricerca fatta e rivolta a scopi insieme conoscitivi e
pratici, a scopo di lotta e di iniziativa a partire dal basso e al di fuori (spesso contro) la funzione mediatrice
di partiti e sindacati’ (from Quaderni rossi)” (Balestrini and Moroni 1988, 24). “It is exactly the worker survey,
research, and investigation that characterize a meaningful part of Quaderni rossi’s activity. The key element to renew
the analysis is represented by what Romano Alquati (one of the most extraordinary minds of those years) starts to call
‘co-research.” Which is a practical activity of knowledge. ‘One starts to go to see how the factory is managed, one
starts to circulate a key word that is indeed the worker research, conducted together with the factory workers, from their
subjective point of view. The survey and the research conducted and aimed at scientific and practical goals at the same
time, as a form of struggle and initiative from below and outside (often against) the mediating function of parties and
trade unions.”

4 In 1964 Feltrinelli publishes the other major survey on this topic, Goffredo Fofi’s L'immigrazione meridionale
a Torino. It is important to note that, like Montaldi’s collaborator Franco Alasia, Fofi had been deeply
influenced by the personality of Danilo Dolci, a radical pacifist, active in the struggles of the most
emarginated categories of southern workers in Sicily.
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specifically those of the peasants — are in dialect).*® Although here (at least theoretically)
there is no literary re-elaboration as it is the case with Balestrini, the aim to link personal
experience to the historical phenomenon of the class struggle is shared. Indeed,
Montaldi’s work seems to focus more on a sense of “duty” to save marginal experiences
from oblivion — which can be related to an idea of radical historiography made from
below*— whereas it is Balestrini’s explicit intention to create a typical story that might
be able to explain the historical development of the working class and its struggles at the
end of the sixties, which he did by portraying the figure of the “mass worker,” on which
we will reflect in some detail. In a recent introduction to the book, he writes:

Vogliamo tutto ha voluto essere la storia dell’operaio-massa in Italia, una storia
ormai antica che si & svolta alla fine degli anni Sessanta del secolo scorso. E
rappresentata sotto forma di romanzo, non in quanto invenzione fantastica, ma
in quanto operazione forzosa di tipizzare nelle esperienze di un unico
personaggio i comportamenti di un intero strato sociale. Creando un personaggio
collettivo che impersonasse il protagonista della grande ondata di lotte di quegli

anni (Balestrini 2013, 5).4

46 It is worth noting that this interest in the collection of popular voices mirrored the increasing interest in
ethnographic research inspired by the works of Ernesto De Martino, who, for example, made possible the
publication in 1955 of the Italian translation of the writings of Béla Bartok on popular music. Bartok’s work
on the musical traditions of central Europe responded to the impulse to understand the development of
classical music against the background of its roots in the “invisible” persistence of popular tradition.

4 For a discussion of Montaldi’s method, with reference to the model represented by the French group of
Socialism ou barbarie, and the American Correspondence, see Wright 2002, 23-25.

48 “We Want Everything was meant to be the story of the mass worker in Italy, a story that took place at the end of the
’60s of last century, already an old story. It is presented as a novel, not so much as an invention of the imagination but
as a forced operation to typify the behaviour of an entire social stratum in one person’s experiences, creating a

collective character who would personify the protagonist of the great wave of struggles of those years” (Balestrini
2016, 306).
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Montaldi, by contrast, had written: “che cosa di piu effimero della vita di un
militante di base? ... I'inevitabile parzialita di queste autobiografie ... € un limite che
consente di riferirci concretamente alla societa, a come vi si vive nell’intenzione
sovvertitrice, al problema del perché si milita” (Montaldi 1971, xiv—xv).* In this
statement we cannot find any intention to present a typical or exemplary experience
(although private experiences are expected to be dialectically connected to society).
However, that “come vi si vive nell’intenzione sovvertitrice” —how one lives (in society)
within the subversive intention — seems to refer to something even more deeply rooted in
Balestrini’s work than his programmatical declaration in favor of a vaguely Lukacsian
“forced typicization,” and which will persist in all of his future novels: namely the
representation of a form of life that, despite (or maybe exactly because of) taking place in
well-defined material conditions, is at the same time the embodiment of a semi-
ungraspable element, the “subversive intention,” which, at its limits, coincides with the
scandalous, ultimate object of desire of the working class — the final liberation from
work, to which one used to refer with the words “rifiuto del lavoro.” This (and nothing

else) is why, indeed, “one is politically engaged” (“perché si milita”).

49 “What is more ephemeral of the life of a rank and file? ... the unavoidable partiality of these biographies ... is a limit
that allows us to refer directly to society, to how one lives inside of it, within the subversive intention, to the problem of
why one is politically engaged.”
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In sum, the first two “points of acceleration” (the events of 1956 and the clashes
of July 1960) had brought together the workerist intellectuals around the experience of
“Quaderni rossi,” and were marked by the elaboration of the concept of “autonomy”
and the practice of the “factory survey” (together with Montaldi’s work on personal
memories), which can be considered to be among the main generative sources of,
respectively, the content and the form of Vogliamo tutto.>® Yet it was in connection with
the third “point of acceleration,” and especially in the theoretical reflections of Mario
Tronti, that there emerged the notion that eventually helped shed light on the
importance of the category of the mass-worker (on which Vogliamo tutto is focused), and,
at the same time, push the concept of “autonomy” beyond the shop floor struggles,
toward the wider sense it later assumed, and to which in Vogliamo tutto it already seems
to point. This notion I am referring to is that of the social factory, formulated (although
not with this exact definition) by Tronti in his essay “La fabbrica e la societa,” which
opened the second issue of “Quaderni rossi” in 1962. This same year, Turin became the
central stage for a major series of clashes between workers and the police, during the

three days (6-8 July) of Piazza Statuto, which is our third “point of acceleration” for the

% Of course, I am stressing here the points most relevant for the present argument, “Quaderni rossi” was
much more than this: one example could be Panzieri’s essay on Marx” Grundrisse and in particular on the
relation between workers and the machines, that will be central for later developments of Marxist thought in
Italy.
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story of workerism. The origins of these riots lay in the struggles for the renewal of the
contracts at the Fiat. As the confrontation in those days grew stronger and the strikes
harder (meaning an increase in violence at the entrances of the factory to block those
who wanted to enter, and subsequent clashes with the police), the news spread that the
most conservative of trade-union confederations, the UIL (Unione Italiana del Lavoro),
had reached a separate agreement with the bosses, thus undermining the whole
struggle. On July 6 workers on strike besieged the offices of the UIL in Piazza Statuto
and were violently confronted by the police, with rioting going on for three days. That
previously unconceivable explosion of rage over wage bargaining was a landmark
event, especially because it showed the emergence of a violence not governable by the
official organization of the left, the materialization of that concept of autonomy of the
working class that “Quaderni rossi” had theorized. But Panzieri himself was not ready
for this:

ognuno spiega piazza Statuto con i propri fantasmi, cosicché nelle molte
dichiarazioni, denunce, prese di distanza compaiono i mostri dell’ideologia di
ciascuno, ma niente o quasi si dice dei soggetti reali che stanno in Piazza Statuto
in rivolta a protestare e a lottare, e sulla loro novita. A questo gioco
d’occultamento partecipano anche coloro che denunciano “manifestazioni di
anarchismo sottoproletario” estranee agli obiettivi della lotta operaia.
Quest’ultima e di Raniero Panzieri che ci credeva per davvero, altri dei
‘Quaderni Rossi’, invece, no (Balestrini and Moroni 1988, 71-72).5!

51 “Everyone explains Piazza Statuto through one’s own ghosts, and this is why in the various statements,
condemnations, distancing, the monsters of each one’s ideology appear, but nothing, or almost nothing, is told about
the real subjects that stand in revolt in Piazza Statuto protesting and struggling, and about their novelty. To this game of
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“A manifestation of lumpen-proletarian anarchism.” With these words Panzieri
expressed his incapacity to realize that those youths fighting in piazza Statuto were the
same workers carrying on the struggle in Fiat. That violence, that rage directed toward
the trade unionists, even stronger than the rage against bosses and the police, meant that
the naive ideal of a workers” autonomy that could somehow remain disciplined inside
the guidance of traditional organization (and intellectuals like himself), was not possible
anymore. Exit Panzieri. However, others in “Quaderni rossi” did not agree with him, and
a split in the group was therefore not avoidable. Tronti and others founded Classe operaia
in 1963 (first issue in Januray 1964), while Quaderni rossi still survived until 1966, while
Panzieri died in 1964. Although Classe operaia clarified most of the key concepts of
workerism, it is important to note that the historical meaning of Piazza Statuto could be
seen already emerging in Tronti’s Factory and society. In this essay, Tronti proposes two
main interrelated theses. The first one is that of the “social factory”: “la forma
capitalistica della produzione si impadronisce di tutte le altre sfere della societa, invade
l'intera rete del rapporti sociali” (Tronti 1966, 35).52 This means that the factory is no

longer a separate function of society, outside of which life might go on without being

concealment also participate those who condemn ‘manifestations of lumpen-proletarian anarchism’ foreign to the goals
of the workers’ struggle. This one is by Raniero Panzieri, who really believed in this; yet others from Quaderni rossi
did not.”

52 “The capitalist form of production grasps all the other spheres of society, invading the whole network of
social relations.” Translated by Guio Jacinto, https://operaismoinenglish.wordpress.com/2013/06/13/factory-
and-society.
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touched by its mechanisms. This was a re-actualization of Lukacs’s hypothesis about the
universalization, in bourgeois society, of the commodity-relation:

the problem of commodities must not be considered in isolation or even
regarded as the central problem in economics, but as the central, structural
problem of capitalist society in all its aspects. Only in this case can the structure
of commodity-relations be made to yield a model of all the objective forms of
bourgeois society together with all the subjective forms corresponding to them.
(Lukacs 1971a, 212)

The novelty of Tronti’s approach was that emphasis was now placed on
production more than exchange. Moreover, his description of society as a mere
“articulation of the factory structure,”>® even beyond the obvious conclusion that the
industrial metropolis is itself a machine aimed at reproducing the work force, anticipates
the proletarianization of society that became evident in the post ‘68 years, when the
factory as a system was extended to all fields of production, immaterial and
“intellectual” labour included. This implied, of course, that the struggle of the working
class could no longer be confined inside the factory, but needed to be extended to all
levels of society, producing the widespread conflict that was so evident during the

seventies. Tronti himself, as it has been noted, was not ready to draw this consequence

53 “Al livello piu alto dello sviluppo capitalistico, il rapporto sociale diventa un momento del rapporto di
produzione, la societa intera diventa un’articolazione della produzione, cioe tutta la societa vive in funzione
della fabbrica e la fabbrica estende il suo dominio esclusivo su tutta la societa” (Tronti 1966, 48). “At the
highest level of capitalist development, the social relation is transformed into a moment of the relation of
production, the whole of society is turned into an articulation of production, that is, the whole of society
lives as a function of the factory and the factory extends its exclusive domination to the whole of society”
(Trans. Jacinto).
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from his own ideas (and he never would be), and he continued to believe that such
conflict somehow needed to remain focused inside the factory, and therefore was the
business of factory workers: “In Tronti’s hands, by contrast, the notion of working class
continued to refer exclusively to the employees — and only those engaged in manual
labour at that — of Italy’s largest firms” (Wright 2002, 41). This was probably due to his
reluctance (which becomes evident if one looks at his personal history in later years) to
accept another consequence of the theory of the social factory: namely that the
traditional party-form was not adequate, as a power structure, to govern the working
class; that the spontaneous agency that emerged in the riots in Piazza Statuto, and that
resurfaced in ‘68, needed to experiment with new forms of organization. However, this
key consequence was strictly implied also by the second main thesis proposed by Tronti
in this essay, that is, the necessity for workers to become conscious of the “internal split”
of the workforce, where the alienated work subsumed inside capital, and therefore
unredeemable, needs to be recognized and fought by each one inside oneself, which
could happen only by “dissolving” in the “collective worker.” As we will see, this
movement of personal dissolution inside the collective element, as the only way to
“defeat” an evil force metastasized at the personal level, will be the “frame” on which
Vogliamo tutto is constructed. Only as a collective entity can the workers recognize and

fight the “internal split” present inside each of them taken as a single entity. Therefore, it
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is no surprise that the absolute priority of capitalist forces should be to separate workers
from each other:

L’operaio collettivo si contrappone non solo alla macchina, in quanto capitale
costante, ma alla forza-lavoro stessa, in quanto capitale variabile. Deve arrivare
ad avere come nemico il capitale totale quindi anche se stesso in quanto parte del
capitale. Il lavoro deve vedere come proprio nemico la forza-lavoro, in quanto
merce. E su questa base, che la necessita del capitalismo di oggettivare dentro il
capitale tutte le potenze soggettive del lavoro, puo diventare, da parte
dell’operaio, il massimo riconoscimento dello sfruttamento capitalistico. (Tronti
1966, 52)

This was, again, a re-actualization of Lukdcs’s hypothesis of the proletarian as
the only entity, in capitalist society, able to see objectively her own position inside the
capitalist structure, exactly because of the brutality of the reification of her own body as
a working machine, which does not leave her any illusion in the form of an ideological
explanation, or, better, as a consolatory fairytale, at an imaginary level, of her own role
in society: “In every aspect of daily life in which the individual worker imagines himself
to be the subject of his own life he finds this to be an illusion that is destroyed by the

immediacy of his existence.” (Lukacs 1971a, 442).5° The importance of Tronti’s discourse

5+ “The collective worker is opposed not only to the machine, as constant capital, but to labour-power itself,
as variable capital. It has to reach the point of having as its enemy the whole of capital, therefore itself as a
part of capital. Labour should see labour-power as its enemy, as a commodity. It is on this basis that the
capitalist necessity of objectifying in capital all the subjective potency of labour can be transformed, on the
workers’ part, into the maximum recognition/understanding of capitalist exploitation” (Trans. Jacinto).

% In the essay Prime tesi (First thesis), published in 1965, Tronti quotes Lukacs’ History and Class consciousness
about this gnoseological “primacy” of the proletariat: “Gia Lukacs metteva come epigrafe a uno dei suoi
ripudiati saggi giovanili queste formidabili parole di Marx: “Non si tratta di sapere che cosa questo o quel
proletario, o anche il proletariato tutto intero, si propone temporaneamente come meta. Si tratta di sapere
che cosa esso € (was es ist) e che cosa esso sara storicamente costretto a fare in conformita a questo suo

258



lies exactly in the fact that the discovery of the subjectivity of the worker as an illusion,
like in the words of Lukacs, did not lead to the formulation of a new, consolatory,
“ideological figure,” like the classical Marxist vision of the proletariat as the driving
force in history, as the “class of the producers” that, while fighting the bourgeoisie to
take over the state, should remain content in this role of “true” producer, of driving
force, and therefore continue to do its job (although possibly with better working
conditions). The radicality of Tronti’s position was indeed the recognition of the
workforce as a part of capital inside the workers themselves, therefore, as an absolute
enemy that could not be subsumed in a hypothetical liberated form of the factory (the
dream of workers taking over the factory, as in the struggles of the twenties, yet
continuing to work in it!). This was the “refusal of work,” the holy grail of the Workers
Autonomy: “Non I'organizzazione della classe oppressa, difesa degli interessi dei
lavoratori; né I'organizzazione come classe di governo, gestione degli interessi
capitalistici. Ma organizzazione come classe antagonista: autogoverno politico della classe

operaia dentro il sistema economico del capitalismo.”>® (Tronti 1966, 55). This meant that the

essere.”” (Tronti 1966, 188) (“Lukacs already used as an epigraph for one of his disavowed early essays these
tremendous words from Marx: “The question is not what goal is envisaged for the time being by this or that
member of the proletariat, or even by the proletariat as a whole. The question is what is the proletariat and
what course of action will it be forced historically to take in conformity with its own nature.””)
5% “Not the organization of the oppressed class, the defense of the interests of the labourers; nor the form of
class organization for government, manager of capitalists interests, but instead, yes, the organization as
antagonistic class: self-political government of the working class in the capitalist economic system.” (Trans. Jacinto
modified).
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proletariat must not govern itself as an oppressed force, as if capital, as alienated
workforce, was not also a part of itself; nor must it govern itself as a potentially ruling
class (the dream of the PCI: the working class becomes the state. This also implied that
after the revolution you would keep on doing the same job); this rather meant self-
government inside the capitalist society, that is, self-government here and now, and first
of all against oneself: as we will see in Vogliamo tutto, if for a southern newcomer to the
industrial organization, it was simply logical to rebel against the very idea of having to
function as a cog inside that system, for workers accustomed to the factory system, the
tirst enemy was oneself, one’s own culture, one’s own imaginary self-valorization as a
producer, as a worker: “avere come nemico il capitale totale quindi anche se stesso in
quanto parte del capitale.”*” The struggle against oneself>: this process, however, could

never be completed at a personal level. Only the collective dimension can allow the

57 “Having as his enemy the whole of capital therefore oneself as a part of capital.”

58 “La rivolta dell’operaio massa ¢ la rivolta dell’uomo meccanizzato che prende alla lettera la sua meccanizzazione e
dice: allora, se debbo essere del tutto disumanizzato ... lo saro fino in fondo, decisamente, illimitatamente ... . Non
partecipero pil con la mente al processo lavorativo. Saro estraneo, freddo, distaccato. Saro brutale, violento, disumano
come il padrone ha voluto che io sia. Ma lo saro fino al punto di non concedere piu neppure un milligrammo della mia
intelligenza, della mia disponibilita, della mia intuizione al lavoro, alla produzione. Quella che i filosofi avevano
descritto come alienazione subita dall’operaio si trasforma qui allora in estraneita voluta, organizzata, intenzionale,
creativa” (Balestrini and Moroni 1988, 253). “The mass worker’s revolt is the revolt of the mechanized man who takes
literally his own mechanization and says: well, if I have to be completely dehumanized ... I will be that fully,
decisively, without limit .... I will not participate anymore in the working process with my mind. I will be alienated,
cold, detached. I will be brutal, violent, inhuman just like the boss wanted me to be. But I will be that until the point of
not conceding even a milligram of my intelligence, of my generosity, of my insight to the work, to the production. Thus
what the philosophers had described as alienation suffered by the worker, becomes here conscious, organized,
intentional, creative estrangement.” Where it is extremely evident this idea of a conscious split inside oneself — here
figured in the split between body and mind.
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recognition of the internal split, of the workforce as capital. Therefore, it was
unavoidable that Balestrini’s novel, whose main topic is exactly this process, should
show the progressive dissolution of the isolated individual inside the collective
dimension of the autonomous organization of workers. As it is evident, Tronti’s famous
affirmation that only through class hatred could the proletariat really obtain knowledge
of the structure of society also meant that only through self-hatred could the proletarian
reach that liminal concept represented by the uncompromised “refusal of work” (that
Tronti himself, like Panzieri before him at a previous stage — as if repeating the Biblical
image of the prophet not allowed to enter the promise land — will not be able to
recognize). As for Balestrini, the first consequence he seemed to draw, when he turned
to workerism in 68, was the necessity to recognize the alienated “cultural” producer in
himself, to become an enemy of himself as such, and to perform a literary work as a
collective enterprise, as we will see — which does not resolve, anyway, the intricacies of
the relationship between work and “unworking.” This must, however, have come quite
easily to him, whose work had always focused on the undermining of the authorial
function, and on the unmasking of the agencies traversing the medial dimension of

social communication.

261



Everything was ready, at this point, for the emergence of the main figure in this
phase of workerist reflection: the mass-worker (operaio-massa), whom Balestrini put at
the center of Vogliamo tutto, and who will be the main actor of our fourth “point of
acceleration,” the battle of Corso Traiano (in Turin, again), in July 69, which will be
followed by the struggles of the “hot autumn” of the same year. L’orda d’oro devotes
several pages to the definition of this entity, the southern worker whose mass migration
northbound had been carefully “engineered” by the political governments of the
economic “miracle” in previous years.>® This worker was supposed to be the non-
specialized cog fueling the increasingly automatized assembly lines of northern
factories: an entity without a face, whose singular existence and health could have been
sacrificed to the inhuman rhythm of production, thanks to the supposed, unlimited
quantity of “human supply.” Moreover, this was supposed to be a move able to defeat
the political organization of the northern working class, with its socialist tradition going
back to the struggles of 19-20. The mass worker was a “qualunquista,” without political

tradition, only interested in satisfying immediate material needs, without any plan for

5 “ .. il piano dei padroni. Che é fare la disoccupazione e prendere per fame la gente del sud. Fare una
enorme massa di riserva di giovani e obbligarli a partire come il servizio militare per il lavoro nelle
fabbriche del nord. Il lavoro che diventava quasi un premio un regalo che i padroni ci fanno. A farci venire a
dormire nelle stazioni o a mucchi in una stanza con affitti da rapina.” (Balestrini 2013, 97). “...the bosses’
plans, which are to create unemployment and take the people of the south by hunger. To create a massive
reserve of young people and force them to work in the factories in the north. Work that became almost a
prize, a gift the bosses give us. To make us come and sleep in the stations and pile into one room paying
rents that were like highway robbery.” (Balestrini 2016, 166).
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long term struggles, let alone taking over state power. Yet, surprisingly, it was exactly
this drive to fight for the here and now, without long term projects, that so easily
transformed these workers into the “mass” that fought so radically in Piazza Statuto for
the first time, then in Corso Traiano and in the struggles of the following years. It was as
if the “impersonal element” implanted in them by the social and cultural “massification”
of society was surprisingly ready to invert the sign of its un-political attitude into one for
which everything was immediately political, even those personal needs normally
excluded by the outlook of mass struggle (the ephemeral enjoyment of life that mass
culture was constantly advertising, for example). This was also increasingly coupled,
year after year, by an increasing level of instruction, which immediately proved to be
effective, if not at the level of fruition of “high culture,” in the undermining of the
respect for social hierarchies:

Allora il colonnello interviene e dice Ma lei lo sa che io ho studiato? Che sono
ingegnere? No non lo so rispondo io. E dico Ma lei lo sa che a noi non ce ne frega
un cazzo che lei ha studiato? Che non gli riconosciamo nessun diritto piti di noi?
Dice Ma a lei glie’hanno insegnato I'educazione i suoi genitori? No non me
I’hanno insegnata perché a lei gliel’hanno insegnata?¢ (Balestrini 2013, 90).

questi operai che non dovevano liberarsi di una tradizione di fedelta a una linea,
che non avevano complessi problemi teorici di dibattito interno alle prospettive
della rivoluzione internazionale. Gente che, molto pulitamente e
immediatamente, si poneva i problemi relativi alle condizioni della vita

60 “Then the colonel steps in and says: But don’t you know that I've studied? That I'm an engineer? No, I
don’t know that, I answer. And I say: But do you know that we don’t give a shit whether you've studied?
That we don’t recognise any authority over us other than our own anymore? He says: Didn’t your parents
teach you anything? No, they didn’t, did yours?” (Balestrini 2016, 157).
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quotidiana nella metropoli: il costo della vita, la disumanita dei ritmi di lavoro, il
problema degli affitti, insomma l'invisibilita della vita normale nella societa
capitalistica sviluppata. ... Ma che voleva dire, allora, operaio massa? Voleva
significare una mutazione sociale e culturale nel rapporto con il lavoro, e quindi
anche con le istituzioni, con il territorio, con il mondo circostante, con la
percezione di sé in quanto individui e in quanto collettivita.s! (Balestrini and
Moroni 1988, 191).

These people had been immediately abandoned by official organizations of the
left,*2 in the same way the PCI and trade unions abandoned the “second society” to its
destiny of marginalization in the seventies, then looked with astonishment at the violent
reemergence of this enormous repressed section of the social body. However, this major
shift in class composition was carefully observed by workerists active around “Classe
operaia,” then by the other groups which started to work in direct contact with factory
workers in Turin and elsewhere around major industrial locations. If “class
composition” meant a “passive” movement of apperception of the way the class had
been restructured, the idea of a “class recomposition” starts to acquire a more active

meaning, in a way linked to a conscious project of class organization and self-

61 “These workers who did not have to be freed from a tradition of loyalty to a line, who did not have
complex theoretical problems linked to the debate about the perspectives of international revolution. People
who, very honestly and immediately questioned issues related to the material conditions of everyday life in
the big city: cost of living, inhumanity of the pace of work, troubles with rents, in sum, the invisibility of
normal life inside the developed capitalist society. ... Yet what was the meaning, at the time, of mass
worker? It meant a social and cultural mutation in the work relation, and therefore a mutation in the
relationship with the institutions, too, with the territory, with the surrounding environment, with the self-
perception as individuals and collectivity.”

62 “the incapacity of the Left parties to respond to the needs of these people by fighting for the provision of
housing, against high rents and for real qualities of living conditions with the older generation of
inhabitants meant that they were not attracted to the existing political structures” (Lumley 1990, 28).
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consciousness. What is important to note, in order to finally sum up this itinerary and
start the analysis of Balestrini’s novel, is that the fourth “moment of acceleration,” the
riots in Corso Traiano (which also figure as the “scena madre” in Vogliamo tutto), could
not have been possible, as Balestrini and Moroni stress, without the student revolt in "68,
which was the spark able to ignite that new explosive class composition provoked by the
emergence of the mass-worker. The "68 in Italy is in turn a product of the massification
of society and increasing rates of education, with the emergence of the “mass-student,”
who, even if s/he was not immediately a proletarian (the classist structure of society and
low wages still prevented a great number of proletarian youth from making it to
university), was doomed to become, soon, a proletarian of a new type, as the factory was
tflooding into Italian society and intellectual jobs underwent a process of
proletarianization:

Ma questo fenomeno di immigrazione viene a contatto con I'altro
importantissimo processo: quello della scolarizzazione e dell’acculturazione di
massa. L’esplodere del movimento studentesco e un aspetto e una conseguenza
della scolarizzazione. Anche se naturalmente molte altre cause entrano a
determinare quell’esplosione. Ed il movimento studentesco si intreccia fin
dallinizio con I'emigrazione operaia, assume questo settore di operai immigrati
come il primo referente della sua azione, proprio perché e scarsamente
politicizzato, poco integrato, poco sindacalizzato. (Balestrini and Moroni 1988,
191)63

63 “But this phenomenon of immigration comes into contact with the other very important process: that of
mass schooling and acculturation. The explosion of the student movement is an aspect and a consequence of
schooling. Although, obviously, many other factors determine this explosion. Moreover, the student
movement intertwines since the beginning with the workers” emigration, and takes this sector of workers as
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With the convergence of students’ radical positions on the new class composition
inside the factories in 68, the first stage of workerism is complete, and all the concepts
and figures that generated Balestrini’s novel have been produced. A new class
recomposition was on its way: the factory comprising the whole society, the mass
proletarianization of the vast strata formerly pertaining to the middle class:

Come uscii dal cancello della Fiat dopo che ero riuscito a scappare via dalle
grinfie dei guardioni non vedevo I'ora di trovare gli altri compagni. Sia i
compagni con cui avevamo fatto la lotta dentro sia gli studenti quelli con cui
avevamo fatto i volantini e li avevamo distribuiti all’entrata. Facevo delle
considerazioni mentre andavo al bar a incontrare i compagni. Le considerazioni
che facevo le avevo gia fatte altre volta ma stavolta mi sembrava di arrivare alla
conclusione completa.’* (Balestrini 2013, 110).

3.3 Autonomy as a formative principle

What could “autonomy” mean in 1969 for someone who felt the need to engage
politically as a writer, to produce a work that could be considered to be “about” the
ongoing struggle, but that is also inside of that struggle, functioning as a direct means of

practical intervention? As it tends to happen when political problems are formulated

the first referent for its own action, exactly because it is scarcely politicized, not much integrated nor
unionized.”

64 “As I came out of the Fiat gate after I'd escaped the clutches of the guards, I couldn’t wait to find the other
comrades, either the comrades I'd been in the struggle with inside or the students who I'd made and handed
out leaflets with at the entrance. I thought about things while I was heading to the bar to meet up with the
comrades. Things I had thought about at other times, but this time I felt I was coming to the full conclusion.”
(Balestrini 2016, 189).
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within an aesthetic dimension, the issue presents itself as split in two different levels,
content and form, that the artist needs to formulate together coherently. In the case of
Balestrini, at the content level autonomy is articulated inside the plot as the progressive
development of a political consciousness not based on the discovery of an already
formed and well-ordered worldview (as it would be in the case of worker suddenly
schooled in socialist ideas), but rather produced by a constant experimentation with
partial struggles for real and immediate ends. The story is simple and intentionally (as
we have seen, the author talks of “forced typicization”) exemplary: an unnamed® young
man from Fuorni, a small, rural suburb of Salerno, tells the story of his migration to the
north to work inside the booming factories of the economic miracle. He first works in
Milan, then at Fiat in Turin, where his decisive experience in the struggles of the spring
and summer of "69 take place. As has already been noted, he does not “discover”
socialist ideas. He instinctively rebels against all forms of authority inside the
workplace, but, more importantly, he rebels against the imposition of the idea of work
as a moral duty, as a self-sustaining meaningful structure of social life. This has been the
case since the years in which he attended a professional school while other adolescents

already worked and therefore could buy goods and leisure that he could not afford:

65 Although never named inside the novel, we know from external sources that the worker on whose
experience the story is based, was called Alfonso Natella.
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Io allora cominciai a dire a mia madre Senti io non ci voglio andare piu a scuola.
Perché voglio i blue-jeans voglio andare al cinema voglio mangiarmi la pizza
fuori. Voglio uscire e per fare questo ci vogliono i soldi. Se no che faccio. Studio
ma poi devo stare qua a desiderare tutto. E mica e bello vivere desiderando tutto.
Volevo vivere immediatamente allora. (Balestrini 2013, 35).6¢

The need for immediacy becomes, throughout the development of the story, the
mark of an epochal shift in the way to conceive of the struggle for a better life. It is not a
long term project, but everything here and now: this was, obviously, a subliminal message
universally used by the advertising industry to sell the overwhelming new wave of
consumerist goods invading countries like Italy at the time. In a few years, however, it
proved to be a dangerous message capable of fueling a new kind of revolt against the
socioeconomic system that would promise satisfaction but endlessly postpone it, and
working against an organization of the revolutionary process that was equally endlessly
postponing the accomplishment of the struggle. The protagonist of Vogliamo tutto
immediately understands that work is an ugly but necessary bargain of one’s own life
time in exchange for the money to buy stuff, to satisfy desires. He is even conscious that
such desires are multiplied and imposed by society itself, but it is not his business to
care for the moral consequences of this: desires are there to be satisfied, so the only

problem is to get the money to do it. Thus, the necessity to work, together with the

6 “That was when I started to say to my mother: Listen, I don’t want to go to school anymore, because I
want jeans; I want to go to the movies, I want to go out for pizza. I want to go out and to do that you need
money. If not, what am I going to do. I study, but then I'm stuck here wanting everything. It's no good
living and wanting everything. I wanted to live immediately, right then” (Balestrini 2016, 60-61).
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evidence of exploitation and of the continuous destruction of the workers” bodies and
mental health, produce in him a self-made strategy of resistance, of sabotage, of
insubordination, which he first experiences as an individualistic, personal struggle. Until
the moment when, in Fiat, he suddenly discovers that he is part of a mass struggle based
on the same needs, same problems, same desires:

E finalmente ebbi la soddisfazione di scoprire che le cose che pensavo io da anni
da quando lavoravo le cose che credevo essere solo a pensarle le pensavano tutti.
E che noi eravamo veramente tutti la stessa cosa. Che differenza c’era fra me e un
altro operaio? Che differenza ci poteva essere? Che magari quello pesava di piu
era piu alto o pit1 basso c’aveva il vestito di un altro colore o non so.

Ma la cosa che non aveva differenza era la nostra volonta la nostra logica la
nostra scoperta che il lavoro e 'unico nemico 1'unica malattia. Era 'odio che
avevamo tutti quanti per questo lavoro e per i padroni che ci obbligavano a farlo.
(Balestrini 2013, 113)s7

In these pages, we see an individual strategy of daily resistance against an
inhuman exploitation growing and evolving inside a collective struggle that will
culminate in the riots of Corso Traiano in July (the last chapter is called “The
insurrection”), but without renouncing the immediacy of its goals: the organization that

we see emerging page after page (exemplified by the multiple references to Potere

67 “And I finally had the satisfaction of discovering that the things I had thought for years, the whole time
I'd worked, the things that I believed only I thought, everyone thought, and that we were really all the same.
What difference was there between me and another worker? What difference could there be? Maybe he was
heavier, taller or shorter, wore a different coloured suit, or I don’t know what.

But the thing that wasn't different was our will, our logic, our discovery that work is the only enemy, the
only sickness. It was the hate that we all felt for work and the bosses who made us do it”(Balestrini 2016,
194).
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Operaio, the extra-parliamentary organization of which Balestrini was part, and that was
founded in those months) outlines its goals not only in the typical objects of the
immediate desire of the worker (more money, less work), but in a practice of collective
resistance that is in itself an experience of liberated life, of communal existence outside
the exploitative structures that define the literal factory as well as the “social factory” as
a whole, as if fulfilling those words of Panzieri: “... un ideale che occorre far vivere
giorno per giorno, conquistare ora per ora nelle lotte; che nasce e si sviluppa nella
misura nella quale ciascuna lotta serve a far maturare e avanzare istituti nati dal basso,
la cui natura sia per 'appunto gia affermazione del socialismo” (Panzieri 1973, 114).%
Yet the articulation of autonomy inside the events of the story could not be
enough to solve the problem of the aesthetic efficacy of the novel inside the ongoing
struggles. Therefore, Balestrini needed to articulate it at the structural and formal level,
that is, empowering the autonomous instance of the text in its relation with the
dominion of the authorial function. This implies the ideological assumption that the
reactionary efficacy of narrative discourse would be channeled by the absorption of the
reader inside a power relation, with the author as the dominant figure. Thus, Balestrini

proceeded to undermine such a relation by constructing the story in a way that was

68 “__.an ideal that one needs to make live day by day, to conquer hour after hour inside the struggles; it is born and
grows as each struggle works toward the ripening and advancing of institutions from below, whose nature may already
be an affirmation of socialism.”
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i“

halfway between Alquati’s “co-research” and Montaldi’s transcriptions of memorial
accounts. Moreover, in order to “artificially” guarantee an ideological difference
between his project and ordinary “literature,” he chose to make a “passage” through a
machine, implying that this might further undermine the authorial function: he recorded
his protagonist’s oral account on tape and then transcribed it within the “stanzas” of
which the novel is composed. As I will note later in more detail, any immediacy or
“objectivity” that could result from the presentation of the content as an oral account is
immediately negated by the evidence of a strong structural principle of composition. It
is important to stress, however, that the “passage” through the machine seen as an
objectifying instance is actually Balestrini’s original obsession, one that he used for the
composition of Tape Mark I, his first poem — various verbal materials ordered by an
(archaic) computer — and for Tristano, as we have seen, made by narrative stanzas
(composed with texts from various sources) assembled by an algorithm processed by a
computer. As noted by Loreto, this strategy was meant, at the time of the avant-garde
engagement with the Gruppo 63, as a way to undermine the authority of the author,
through which the oppressive discourse of society is channeled, whereas, with Vogliamo
tutto, the reduction of authorial force would be meant to enhance a new authoritative

force, this time emanating from the “voice” of the powerless character at the center of

the story:
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il problema di non porsi come deus ex machina e risolto da Balestrini praticando
due soluzioni apparentemente distinte: da una parte, nell’opera poetica
tipicamente, e in Tristano, priva la parola autoritaria della sua stessa autorita
presentandola come “oggetto, reliquia, cosa, ... citazione morta”; dall’altra, in
Vogliamo tutto (e similmente nell’opera narrativa a seguire), lascia che la parola
minoritaria di Alfonso (e dei suoi eredi: ...) si faccia — per quanto anonima (di
Alfonso, Sergio, Tonino veniamo a sapere da qualche paratesto, a cominciare
dalla dedica, non perché siano in qualche modo introdotti nel testo) — autoritaria.
(Loreto 2014, 161-62).5

Two elements in this quote seem to be particularly problematic. On the one
hand, the reference to the figure of the author as deus ex machina would have been
undermined by the use of the automatic assemblage of citations as practiced in the early
works; on the other hand, the reference to the increased authority of the word of the
character in opposition to that of the author. An author who uses a machine to impose a
certain order on his poetic or narrative creation, with the declared goal of making this
order evidently artificial, in opposition to the organic appearance of “natural
development,” seems highly comparable to the resolution of Greek tragedy in the form
of the deus ex machina. Typical of Euripides, the natural appearance of the development
of the story was disrupted by the imposition of an artificial conclusion that was the clear

expression of a strong intervention of the authorial will (and of his double, the god). In

6 “The problem of not acting as deus ex machina is resolved by Balestrini by practicing two apparently
different solutions: on the one hand, typically in his poetic work, and in Tristano as well, he deprives the
authoritative word of its own authority by presenting it as 'object, relic, thing, ... dead quote;' on the other
hand, in Vogliamo tutto (and similarly in the subsequent narrative work), he let Alfonso's minority word (and
his heirs'": ...) become authoritarian - however anonymous (only through some paratext like the dedication
we come to know about Alfonso, Sergio, Tonino, and not because they are somehow inserted in the text).”
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the case of Balestrini, the clear intention to produce an estrangement effect is based on a
strong authorial will opposing the reactionary authority of social discourse neutralized
in its concealment in the apparent naturalness of the story. As for the reference to the
enhanced authority of the character, it is important to relate this to a commonplace idea
about Balestrini’s political work, one that he himself helped foster, that is, its supposed
“epic” quality (not intended in a Brechtian sense, but rather with reference to some
original dimension of the narrative instance). Indeed, the ideological freedom of the
novelistic character (expressed by the presence of its autonomous “word” as separated
from the ideological point of view — and the speech — of the author) is one of the main
features of the novel in opposition to the epic, according to Michail Bakhtin.”” However,
this element that should have been noted as straightforwardly “novelistic” did not
discourage the development of the interpretation of Balestrini’s post '68 novels as “epic
poems,” as he himself called them in an interview from the mid-nineties: “My novels are
not separated from my poetic work. They are epic poems ... I felt the need to fashion a
writing that obviously borrows from poetry, particularly the idea of the poetic rhythm
and measure. I write in strophes” (Quoted in Contarini 2010, 121). Although here he

seems to stress more the formal consistence of this epic element (rhythm, measure,

70 See for example The word in the novel, pp. 331-366. (Bakhtin 1981, 331-36).
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strophes — which is not surprising since he talks about “epic poems”), critics”* have
usually identified an epic quality to his work from a generic perspective, referring to a
certain ideological quality of the epic as opposed to the novel, thus reactivating one of
the key “critical myths” (Fusillo) on which the western modern discourse around
narrative forms is based. Indeed, although orality seems to be a key element for the
characterization of epic, which inevitably returns in every critical discussion of
Balestrini’s work”? (whereas, as remembered by Massimo Fusillo, the connection
between orality and epic is in turn a “myth”73), the main ideological reason for stressing
the supposed “epic” quality seems to concern more the “political efficacy” of these

novels rather than their form, as I have stressed at the beginning of this chapter by

71 In an article titled “Balestrini, o dell’epica pura” (“Balestrini, or: of pure epic”) appeared on the
monographic issue of Il verri devoted to Balestrini, Daniele Giglioli has written: “Che Balestrini sia uno
scrittore epico € ormai un dato acquisito; ne hanno scritto in tanti e in modo definitivo Andrea Cortellessa”
(Giglioli 2018, 15) (“That Balestrini is an epic writer is at this point demonstrated; many have written about
this issue, and Andrea Cortellessa in a conclusive way”). Indeed, in the afterword to La violenza illustrata, in
2011, Cortellessa had confirmed this opinion, also remembering that the first critic to talk about epic, for
Balestrini, has been Mario Spinella at the time of Vogliamo tutto’s first appearance (he also notes, there, that
Aldo Nove had previously affirmed, in 1999, that Balestrini might be considered “the only epic poet of
Italian “900.” Opinions about the epic nature of Balestrini’s narrative since Vogliamo tutto can be found in the
quoted essays by Loreto and Tricomi, and in the anthology of the critic in appendix to the collection La
grande rivolta (Balestrini 1999), in particular Berardi (341) and Caliceti (350), besides Spinella (335-336) and
Nove (355), that I have already mentioned.

72 See for example, again, Loreto: “il proposito di assumere per la narrativa le strutture della poesia risponde
alla stessa istanza ideologico-culturale cui fa capo “Linguaggio e opposizione”: la poesia ritorni alle sue
origini orali e la narrativa alle sue origini poetiche, ed epiche” (Loreto 2014, 167).

73 “The same obsession [to found epic as an original, monolithic form] has driven efforts to establish a
mechanical equivalence between the epic and orality in ‘primitive’ cultures, an equivalence that has been
rejected or downplayed in the latest anthropological studies” (Fusillo 2006, 40).
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mentioning the ideological figure of the “leap” from theory to praxis. Commenting on
the ideological implication of the opposition between epic and novel, Fusillo has noted
that “[this] opposition ... evokes the great dualities on which Western identity is
constructed — and that contemporary culture has begun to challenge — while first term of
reference is always the original and hence superior term: nature/culture; public/private;
collective/individual; orality/writing; tragedy/comedy, masculine/feminine” (Fusillo
2006, 34). Indeed, immediacy, orality, collective dimension, all seem to be related to the
almost unanimous choice of the term “epic” for Balestrini’s novels. That all these terms
point toward a special “object of desire” — that is, the possibility of an immediate
synthesis between aesthetic and politics, theory and praxis — is demonstrated by the ease
with which the peculiar quality of Vogliamo tutto and his subsequent novels are usually
defined in terms of immediate communication and proximity to a community, as “I’atto
di rappresentare le gesta di una collettivita, alla presenza viva, non muta e
potenzialmente responsiva di una collettivita ulteriore” (Loreto 2014, 12),7* or in
Tricomi’s essay (who calls Balestrini “a great epic poet” and “a true civil author”):

“spettando a un vero autore civile il compito si di testimoniare le istanze di un

74 “The act of presenting the deeds of a collectivity in the living presence of a not mute and potentially
responsive, other collectivity.”
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rinnovamento avanzate dai gruppi in lotta, ma soprattutto di mettere al loro servizio il

proprio lavoro perché I'arte possa realmente farsi azione” (Tricomi 2010, 111).75

3.4 Novel and epic as ideological figures

In order to verify how this figure of political immediacy,” of aesthetics/politics
conversion, really works in Vogliamo tutto, it is necessary to examine the ideological
functioning of this work against the background of its generic structure as a novel, with
specific reference to what its purported “epic quality” might really mean. Our point of
departure must be the consideration that Vogliamo tutto is intended to be a step beyond
not so much the “traditional” novel, but rather the avant-garde novel itself, a form that
Balestrini had practiced with Tristano and that, in turn, the author intended to pit against
the “bourgeois novel.””” The category of “bourgeois novel” then appears as a negative

image of the avant-garde novel. This is problematic, because the true polemical object

75 “It is of course the duty of a true civil author to testify to the attempts of renewal carried on by a
struggling group; but it is especially his duty to put in their service his own work so that art might really
become action.”

76 To which, as we have seen, a specific content responds in the novel: “I wanted to live immediately, at that
moment.”

77 “Con Tristano io avevo volute mimare la fine del romanzo Borghese: un inventario-mosaico dei suoi gesti
ormai senza senso né valore. Ma questo era essenzialmente trasmettere un messaggio politico: I'impotenza,
I'impraticabilita, I'insensatezza della cultura borghese oggi.” From an interview Balestrini released in 1972,
now republished on a monographic issue of Il Verri (Cortellessa 2018, 21). “With Tristano I had wanted to
mime the end of the bourgeois novel: an inventory-mosaic of its gestures by now meaningless and without
any value. But this meant essentially to transmit a political message: the impotency, the impracticability, the
pointlessness of bourgeois culture today.”
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seems to be, in this case, the “mainstream” or trivial novel, as a mass product intended
for leisure reading. In fact, it is not easy to determine what a proper “bourgeois” novel,
in content or in form, might be, since the term “bourgeois,” at least in context of the
socio-economic conditions in which it is produced, encapsulates the modern novel as a
whole, but this is not the place to discuss or summarize the issue. We could advance the
hypothesis that “bourgeois,” in a more circumstantial way, could be defined as the
negative opposite of a “proletarian novel,” which Vogliamo tutto in a certain way intends
to be at the level of both content and form. If, however, it is true that the subject matter
regards the proletarian milieu, this could be said of many other novels in the European
tradition. As for the “voice” speaking, this too is surely proletarian, but we will see later
that the structure of the second half of the story is by no means made of just a single
voice (moreover, a mimetic representation of a “proletarian voice” is not necessarily
“proletarian” itself). Thus, perhaps the only way to define with at least partial certainty
the negative object here represented by the expression “bourgeois novel” is to identify it
with a central category that it is supposed to possess, i.e. political ineffectuality.

In Theory of the Novel Lukacs defines the novel as the socio-historical product, in
the aesthetic dimension, of the political ineffectuality of the private existence of the

human being in contemporary society (even though it does not need to be political
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ineffectual in itself, especially in its role to “form” bourgeois individuals’). According to
him, the novel both reflects this situation and is formally structured by it. If in so-called
“organic societies” (there is no need to discuss here the problematic nature of such
definition), the balance between singular and communal existence, private dimension
and social institution, guarantees the political meaning of singular life; in capitalist
society the irrelevance of the private is irredeemable. Moreover, since it reflects the same
structures that regulate the socio-economical functioning of the whole (this would be
better defined, some years later, in History and Class Consciousness — yet in its essence the
“existential” pervasiveness of the commodity structure is already present here), the
singular experience is completely deprived of a meaningful form and is separate from
what Lukdcs vaguely calls “authentic values,” the ethical “matter” on which a
meaningful existence is supposedly based — in other words, the ideological matter of
which something like a “meaningful life,” at least in the tradition of the humanitas,
should be made. The novel thus literally gives form to this absence of form: it uses the
“biographical form” — that is, the only steady structure remaining for the problematic
individual, the assurance that one day one is born, then life follows a certain cycle, then

one dies — and the nostalgic link to those absent values one cannot experience in reality

78 As already Hegel had noted. Cf. Lukacs 1976, 137-39.
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in order to create an artificial totality that might give meaning to the actual experience of
the absence of an organic totality (of the absence of experience itself, as Benjamin would
have added). In other words, in a way similar to the process of memory, which gives
meaning to past events that seemed devoid of it when they first happened in the
scattered substance of everydayness, the novel creates the experience of meaning giving
a form to what had been meaningless. Similarly, the nostalgic, “demonic” contact with
the absent values is evoked in the form of hope, which is materially manifested as the
narrative drive, the “desire for narrative,” as defined by Jacqueline Risset, which we
have seen active even in the most residual forms in Tristano. In this same essay, Lukacs
famously wrote that “art always says “And yet!” to life. The creation of forms is the most
profound confirmation of the existence of a dissonance,” adding that what distinguishes
the novel is that while in all other art forms “this affirmation of a dissonance precedes
the act of form-giving ... in the novel it is the form itself” (Lukacs 1971b, 72). In other
words, the political value of the novel lies in the fact that it shows us the absence of
meaning as the structure of our social and personal existence, thus paradoxically
nurturing a nostalgic link with the “values” that would otherwise disappear. However,
because the novel gives us an image of what in a few years the author would define in
Marxist terms as alienation, now characterizing it as a deficient connection between the

biographical element and absent values, it also communicates the essence of values —in
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nostalgia, Sehnsucht — as a fundamentally personal relation to “authenticity.” It needs to
be stressed that the only possible content of values is simply the opposite of the positive
ideology of the ruling social structure, since the existence of such “absent values” is
established by the development of this specific social order itself (in other words, since
the values, as absent, are not definable in a positive way, we can only define them e
contrario, as an inverted image of the positive ideological content of the socio-economic
structure in which we live). This means that even if a novel hypothetically describes the
material conditions of our society in an accurate way, trying to convey a revolutionary
message, it would structurally link the discovery of the meaninglessness of life, and the
refusal of it, to the experience of authenticity as a privileged (personal) moment.” Not
by chance, there is a clear overlapping between what Lukacs earlier (in the essay The
Metaphysics of Tragedy, which appeared in 1911 in Soul and Form®’) defined as the essence
of the “tragic form,”#! and what he here defines as the functioning of the novel: “And so,
by a strange and melancholy paradox, the moment of failure is the moment of value; the

comprehending and experiencing of life’s refusals is the source from which the fullness

7 Another kind of political “efficacy” is here implied, one intrinsically conservative. As already mentioned,
Lukacs notes that Hegel saw “the object of the novel ... in the education of men toward life inside bourgeois
society” (Lukacs 1976, 139).

80 The Metaphysics of Tragedy had been previously published (in the same year) in Hungarian in the journal
“A Szellem” and in German in “Logos.”

81 “The essence of these great moments is the pure experience of the self” (Lukdcs 2010, 180).
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of life seems to flow. What is depicted is the total absence of any fulfilment of meaning,
yet the work attains the rich and rounded fullness of a true totality of life” (Lukacs
1971b, 126). The paradoxical superimposition of failure and value had been anticipated,
in the essay on tragic form, by that of failure and fulfillment: “The double meaning of
the frontier [the tragic instant as limit of life, impending of death] is that it is
simultaneously a fulfillment and a failure. In a confused way this is the metaphysical
background to ordinary life, the simple recognition that a possibility can become a
reality only when all other possibilities have been eliminated” (Lukacs 2010, 185). What
is striking here is that what had been called fulfillment in 1910 is, four years later, split
into the “total absence of any fulfillment of meaning” and “the rich and rounded
fullness of a true totality of life” — produced by the blinding light of failure. In a way, it
is the overcoming of the naive idea that fulfillment in failure could have been brought
about by the simple reaching of the limit that, ruling out the multiplicity of possibilities,
would have produced the unilateral absoluteness of the individual form. In the height of
tragic moments, he wrote in that same essay, the din and confusion of life are composed
in the unity of the self, which, for an instant (the one of death, of course), is free to

coincide with itself (which is also supposed to be the only possible freedom).52 Although

82 “Naked souls conduct a dialogue here with naked destinies. Both have been stripped of everything that is
not of their innermost essence; all the relationships of life have been suppressed so that the relationship with
destiny may be created; everything atmospheric between men and objects has vanished, in order that
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the form of the novel produces this moment as artificial (it is a paradox, not a
tulfillment), since the joy of memory is only retrospectively imposed on the scattered
material of experience and cannot redeem it (or it can, in art: but what is worth an
aesthetic redemption?), the structure remains the same: a social situation is resolved in
the private dimension of the self (which could be seen as the contrary of Balestrini’s
project in Vogliamo tutto, as we will see); “the anarchy of light and dark” is resolved in
the clarity of the I before its own dissolution.

Thus, the novelistic form, as defined by Lukdcs, risks appearing closer to a “not
yet” than to the “and yet” that all art forms should be. The novel is a “not yet” (to be
intended as an invocation asking for more time, and not as a regretful consideration)
because it needs the absence of values in order to provide, paradoxically, meaning to the
failure of personal experience. In other words, the novel needs its own melancholy to
produce the experience of meaning in the face of the ultimate meaninglessness of life:
“But what would have become of him without his melancholy?” Lukdacs wrote of
Kierkegaard in 1909. Not by chance, in his prefatory note written for the new edition of
the book in 1962, Lukdcs tells us that his first intention had been to write it using the

model of the frame of the Decameron: “ At first it was meant to take the form of a series of

nothing should exist between them but the clear, harsh mountain air of ultimate questions and ultimate
answers. ... Tragedy can extend in only one direction : upwards. It begins at the moment when enigmatic forces
have distilled the essence from a man, have forced him to become essential.” (Lukéacs 2010, 178).
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dialogues: a group of young people withdraw from the war psychosis of their
environment, just as the story-tellers of the Decameron had withdrawn from the plague”
(Lukacs 1971b, 11-12). The “war psychosis” mentioned here is that of the outbreak of
World War I, and more precisely, of the “enthusiasm” for the war by which German
intellectuals (even those closer to Lukdcs in Heidelberg) had been infected as by a
sickness, namely the belief that war would “cure” society from its fractures, thus
positively resolving the class struggle and moving toward a paternalistic, regenerated
community, where old privileges and values would have remained untouched.®® The
war would cure the madness of the time, that is, social conflict. Lukdcs strongly
disagreed with this, yet the book he writes during the summer of 1914 and the winter of
1914/15 is at first imagined in the form of the idyll, of a retreat from the world, where
young people flee society and its madness in order to discuss in peace, to restore the
conditions of communal experience. What we can read in this ideological figure is, after
all, the same structure Lukacs will read in the novelistic form as a whole: the delaying of
a decision, of an intervention in the world: the negation, we could say, of the immediacy
of the political element we have seen at the core of the mythologem of the “return to the

epic.” The idyll is the refuge of the one who knows the necessity that everything should

8 Cf. Michele Cometa’s afterword to the Italian edition of the Dostoevsky’s notes (Lukacs 2000, 142).
283



change, that the world needs to go upside down, and yet still wants to delay, still wants
to make that instant last, if only for a short moment, in the same way as the biographical
form in the novel can acquire meaning and therefore be satisfactory only as long as it
remains in contact with the absent values. It is worth noting that this also means that it
needs to keep those values out of view, concealed, almost unthought (it is no surprise
that when those values finally appear, they embody the obscene), since their
manifestation in full light would cause the immediate annihilation of the form itself.
Then Lukacs goes on: “they try to understand themselves and one another by means of
conversations which gradually lead to the problems discussed in the book —the outlook
on a Dostoevskian world.” Indeed, the conclusion of Theory of the Novel, probably the
most surprising part of the book, demonstrates Lukacs’ obsession with the idea of an
overcoming of the novelistic form (again: the same obsession we find in the idea of an
ontological leap between Tristano and Vogliamo tutto): “Dostoevsky did not write novels
... Only formal analysis of his works can show whether he is already the Homer or the
Dante of that world or whether he merely supplies the songs which, together with the
songs of other forerunners, later artists will one day weave into a great unity: whether
he is merely a beginning or already a completion” (Lukacs 1971b, 152-53). The future
resurgence of the epic is clearly seen in his reference to Dostoevsky’s “songs” that late

artists will one day weave into a unified work (as it happened for Homer). This confirms
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his conception of the novel as an intermediate form whose main historical role is
“delaying” (“not yet”) an epochal shift that at the time the author could not define in
political, but only in utopian terms. In sum, the reference to Dostoevsky, who in those
years was the object of lengthy notes for a book that was never written, seems to point
toward the emergence of a new ethical condition of the literary form, the one to which
he would refer by evoking a sort of immediate contact among souls — what he calls the
“paracletic ethics,” to which I will come back. It is particularly meaningful that we can
find a similar ideological attitude among the critics® who have written about Balestrini’s
supposed overcoming of the (experimental) novel in favor of the resurgence of a new
epic, in correspondence with the end of an interlocutory historical phase and the
outbreak of a time of radical changes (in which the intellectual can actively participate
thanks to his work). We see emerging, in both Lukdcs’ reference to Dostoevsky and in
interpretations of Balestrini as an “epic poet,” the immediate convergence of thought

into action, theory into praxis, aesthetics into politics,®> which can be read, no doubt, as a

84 See note 71.

8 ]t is important to note that, some years later, and before going back to the idea of the political efficacy of
the narrative form as immediate “contact” (the return to the concept of catharsis) in his later Aesthetics,
Lukacs will use himself, in a specific way, the idea of the recovery of the epic element, identifying it with the
“typical,” where individual instance and historical tendency prove to be united in the action of the
character. This happens in an intermediate phase of his thought, especially in the thirties. In the essay on the
“Novel as Bourgeois Epic,” which I already quoted, he wrote: “This typicality means what we see in Balzac:
a departure from every day “average” reality is artistically necessary in order to produce epic situations; to
produce an epic action that might embody concretely human destinies and the fundamental contradictions
of society, not appearing solely as an abstract commentary on such contradictions.” (Lukdcs 1976, 146). In
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compensatory image for the deficiency of a present moment of political ineffectuality

(the true business of the Lukacsian novel, as we have seen).

3.5 Lukacs’ romance as subversion of tragic and novelistic form

If, however, we want to understand this paradoxical articulation of redemptive
expectation in the impulse to endlessly delay and linger, embodied in the form of the
idyll, we have to return to what is probably the crucial point in the ideological
scaffolding by which Lukdcs builds his system of literary genres: the overlapping
between tragic form and the novel. It is probably because he felt the paradoxical
character of such a superimposition that he started, in those same years around the First
World War, to theorize about the forms of non-tragic drama, what he calls romance®
with reference to Shakespeare’s last works, designating a category that might go back to
Indian dramas and the Euripidean tragedies (because of the use of the deus ex machina
and the “intellectualistic” character):

Es gibt aber dennoch eine untragische Biihnendichtung; nur ist sie keine
Uberwindung des Tragischen innerhalb seiner Sphére, sondern seine Ergénzung.
Das ganze Drama Indiens gehorte dieser Gattung an, der Ausgang des
Griechischen naherte sich ihr sehr energisch, und die grofie Zeit der Spanier

other words, in this phase, he identifies the political value of the narrative form in the knowledge produced
by the experience of reading: a knowledge in which the historical contradictions of capitalist societies are
revealed through the private (fictional) experiences of the characters.

8 He does not refer to the literary genre that traditionally opposes the novel in Anglo-Saxon critical
discourse, although many of the distinguishing features he outlines belong to “romance novels” as well.
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iiberschritt wohl selten ihre Grenzen; ihre interessanteste Gestaltung fand sie
aber am Ende der Entwicklung Shakespeares und seiner Zeit. In der Periode des
'Sturms', Beaumont-Fletchers und Fords, in der Zeit der 'Romance'. Heute richtet
sich wieder die Sehnsucht vieler der Besten diesem Ideale zu.8” (Lukacs 1997,
114).

Indeed, he inserts into this category almost all recent and contemporary authors,
from Ibsen to Shaw, and transforms the exploration of this “modern drama” into a
phenomenology of contemporary aesthetics. In the introductory essay to the Italian
collection of the writings Lukacs devoted to the topic in the same years he was working
on the Theory of the Novel and on the book on Dostoevsky,* Michele Cometa has noted
that the analysis developed by Lukacs could be extended far beyond the dramas (and
other works like fairytales that are taken into consideration by Lukacs) he is addressing
and be utilized to define some features of avant-garde and modernist literature, which
were on the rise during those years. There is, he argues, a striking closeness between
Lukacs’ thesis with those developed by Walter Benjamin in Ursprung des deutschen
Trauerspiels (The Origin of German Tragic Drama), which constitute in turn, as has been

noted (Biirger 1984, 68-73), one of the most acute reflections on avant-garde theory and

87 Originally published in "Die Schaubiihne," 7, 1911, pp. 231-234. “There exists, however, a non-tragic
dramatic composition; it is not an overcoming of the tragic in its own sphere, but rather its completion. The
whole Indian drama belongs to this genre, the final stage of the Greeks is very close to it, and the golden age
of the Spaniards only rarely overcomes its borders; but its more interesting forms are to be found at the end
of the evolution of Shakespeare and of his time: in the period of The Tempest, of Beaumont-Fletchers, and of
Fords, in the time of the 'Romance.' Today, the nostalgia of many of the best point again toward this ideal.”
8 1911-1916: some of the essays have been written a few years before Theory of the Novel and the
Dostoevsky’s notes.
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practice proposed in the first half of the century. Lukacs” work on non-tragic drama was
known to Benjamin, as shown by Michele Cometa in his essay: indeed, the concept of
allegory is probably for both thinkers the main point of reference for characterizing the
contemporary work of art in opposition to the symbolic (classical) art. It is exactly in this
opposition that one has to look in order to understand the difference between tragedy
and romance, that is, more importantly, the difference between the tragic element
(which paradoxically coincides, as we have seen, with the novel) and the non-tragic
form (which means once again, in this context, avant-garde overcoming of canonical
forms of art). Thus, on the one hand the novel shows the distance between the
contemporary world and the ethical dimension and resolves this gap via a private
nostalgic link with a lost authenticity: nostalgia itself is here presupposed in the
ideological figure of the instant of fulfillment of the tragic moment, when, in the novels,
meaning irradiates the otherwise scattered and inauthentic matter of biographical
experience. On the other hand, the romance shows the transcendental character of the
ethical element not in the private dimension as lost authenticity, but as the material
presence of its own opposite. Through this materiality, however, the “ethical matter”
reveals itself to be something completely different from imagined authenticity, duty, or
otherwise characterized Kantian remnants, however translated into Ibsenian “fidelity to

oneself” (where oneself is no less abstract than a categorical imperative). I will follow
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again Cometa’s reasoning here: “se da un lato la tragedia da vita ad un mondo senza
Dio e pur tuttavia non ¢ atea, il dramma non-tragico da vita, religiosamente, al non-
essere di Dio; presenta, sotto le forme di una struggente nostalgia di Dio, la sua epocale
lontananza da noi” (Cometa 1982, 10).%° With these words, Cometa shows how the
symbolic attitude of tragedy consists in the typical secular relationship between humans
and God. God is absent, and yet this absence constitutes a religious link: the nature of
God (of the ethical matter) consists in being related to humans in his absence, therefore
translating itself into the private figure of authenticity as retrospectively projected on
past experiences, as a shadow (in this sense Lukacs is close to Weber, as the structure of
the private devotion projects itself onto the structure of society as a whole). As we can
see, the symbolic character of the novel is here, in Jameson’s terms, the imaginary
resolution of an original social problem (the alien essence of the ethical matter with
respect to contemporary society) on the private level, taking the form of nostalgia for
authenticity (Benjamin reformulates this problem in Proustian terms, in the figure of the
aura). On the other hand, the allegorical character of the romance would consist in the
material presence of the opposite of what is absent. In order to understand this, we briefly

need to recall the features of the romance according to Lukdcs. First of all, while the

8 “If, on the one hand, tragedy gives life to a world without God and nevertheless it is not atheist, the non-
tragic drama gives life, religiously, to God’s not-being; it presents, in the forms of a painful nostalgia for
God, God’s epochal distance from us.”
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structural principle of the tragedy is destiny (although in disguised form, this happens
also for the novel, where destiny is retrospectively projected on the fragmented matter of
experience as meaning) the romance is governed by chance (we recognize, here, the
same avant-garde “quality” we found in Tristano, even though chance is there
substituted by an algorithm): “The course of the world is absurd, and its meaning is in
absurdity itself. ... This wisdom, essentially, acknowledges that destiny is pure illusion,
while in the tragedy destiny is the ens realissimus, the original metaphysical reason for
the whole represented world.”* (Lukacs 1982, 90). There is no “meaning” properly
speaking, only chaos and irrationality. Then, quite paradoxically, these elements go
together with another fundamental structural principle (active at least in theory, even as
simple opposite of the tragic fulfillment), namely the happy ending:

Therefore, the events and the figures of the romance must fit in a world order
where it is exactly the ‘happy ending,” established since the beginning, to bestow
upon them greatness and dignity. And they will come to possess their most
intimate essence exactly thanks to this conclusion. ... It is a stylistic procedure
that presents misfortunes in a so sui generis way, that human destinies keep the
weight and greatness of tragedy, without going as far as tragedy concerning the
more violent and tangible tension, which is, at the same time, the truer. (Lukacs
1982, 78)

% This and the following quote are taken from the essay Zur Asthetik der Romance. Versuch einer
metaphysischen Grundlegung der Form des untragischen Dramas, written between 1911 and 1915, still
unpublished in German. It first appeared in Ungar translation in G. Lukacs, Jfjitkori muvek, Budapest,
Magveto Kiadd, 1977, pp. 784- 806. From this version was conducted the Italian translation appeared in the
collection edited by Michele Cometa, on which my English translation is based.
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What he is saying is that the romance does not allow any resolution of contrast in
an immanent form: the happy ending is transcendental (“and they will come to possess
their most intimate essence exactly thanks to this conclusion”). What was absent in the
tragedy (and the novel) was the coherence of the finite form, its rationality, its harmony.
However, harmony and conclusion were produced at the last minute as redemption, as a
grace of God received exactly when every hope was lost, as a fulfillment, as a true tragic
moment (the experience of meaning and essentiality) whose immanence manifests
exactly like grace (it is important to remember that, in the novel, this “redemption
projected by the end” does not “happen” only once we have reached the actual end: in
fact, it is constantly in action during the reading process in the impulse of the narrative
drive that pushes us to organize, with a narrative outlook, the content — however
scattered — that the story presents to us.” The romance does not have access to all of this.
Its existential matter is abandoned by God, which means that the happy ending has to
be extorted somehow. Humans must work their way through it: “a serious conflict that
only follows its own dialectic must always develop in the direction of tragedy; thus, in
our case, action will need to possess another constitutive element: irrationality, fairy-

tale, change, miracle” (Lukacs 1982, 82). A “serious conflict” is developed according to

%1 See, again, Risset’s theory of the narrative drive in the first section of this chapter.
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the laws of meaning and generated in order to give a form to life, to live the experience
of the “meaning” (the young one who confronts parents and society, rebels against a
preordered social fate, in order to fulfill destiny and talent). Conversely, when the
conflict is not serious, with no “organic development,” its solution must be
transcendental and produced outside the ideological immanence of the system (the
assonance with the deus ex machina). However, the arbitrariness of the solution, its
artificial (human) nature, must not coincide with an absolute lack of sense. It will be a
“sense” of a different kind: not the individual fulfillment, the (retrospective) absolute
individuality, but an empirical construct: the subversion, the overturning operated by
practical interventions, with all the required suffering, that have been necessary in order
to bend the events in favor of an “irrational” and “unnecessary” happy ending;:

In the romance the most general and essential distinctive marks of the action are
its irrationality and its (at this point we can add it: apparent) lack of sense.
Rationality —if it really is a coherent and deep principle, apt, therefore, to create a
poetic reality, and does not limit itself to the banal common sense of everyday
life — must indeed exacerbate the tension up to the extreme limit, up to the limits
of the possible, and it must drag everything up to tragedy and death. If we do
not want that the necessary ‘happy ending’ be due to the trivialization and
weakening on the forces pushing toward the tragedy, that is, if we do not want
that it be equivalent to a fall back from the tragic-poetic universe of tragedy to
the empirical life, and we want, instead, that it represent the authentic conclusion
and the successful completion of the work and not only - at best - a humorous
plot twist, then it must never proceed from a rationalization of the events.
(Lukacs 1982, 81-82).

Where does this happy ending come from, then, if it cannot be produced by a
rationalization, by an ideological construction of the meaning? There is another set of
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features of the non-tragic drama that Lukdacs proposes, all regarding the didactic, plainly
ideological intention expressed in its composition (and that makes his insights extremely
apt to describe the Brechtian evolution of drama). First of all we have the “wise”
character®?, or even the authorial “didactic” comment on the events (implicit or explicit),
intended to produce a coherent direction for interpretation (particularly evident when
the author publicly maintains a specific worldview, as in the case of Shaw with
socialism®). All these figures of direct human intervention in the matter of the drama,
together with figures of transcendental direct intervention (although not imposed as the
Formgebung of a projection of meaning), like magic, grace, or pure chance, constitute, as

opposed to an organic development of the story, the general figure of human action in

92 Lukdcs talks about this figure especially in the first essay of the collection, “The Problem of the Non-Tragic
Drama,” starting his argument with Plato and referring in praticular to Maeterlinck and Shaw (“Schon
Platon hat das Undramatische des hochsten Menschen, des Weisen erkannt und daraus ganz folgerichtig die
Konsequenz gezogen, dafy das Drama mit dem besten Teil der Seele nichts zu tun habe.” (Lukdcs 1997, 13)
“Plato had already recognized the non-dramatic character of the highest man, the ‘wise,” and he had
therefore logically concluded that the drama had nothing to do with the best part of the soul.” (Lukacs 1982,
49). See also the essay The Esthetic of Romance (Lukacs 1982, 89-90).

9 Cf. Lukacs 1982, 13. Cometa also quotes a passage from Lukacs’ essay on Modern Drama: “Heute gibt es
keine Kunst, die aus sozialistischen Gefiihlen gewachsen wire. ... Es gibt nur Experimente, und unter
diesen gibt es kein echtes Drama. ... keine Tragddie. ... Alle geschichtlichen Prozesse ... kénnen sie zu
tragischen Unauflosbarkeiten emporwachsen. Mit sozialistischen Augen betrachtet sind diese Prozesse nur
Ubergangsprozesse, provisorisch; fiir ein sozialistisches Gefiihl sind diese Konflikte nicht fiir ewig giiltig,
sind nicht metaphysisch notwendig, sie sind nicht tragisch.” (Lukdcs 1981, 360-61). “Today there is no art
that has grown from socialist feelings. ... There are only experiments, and among them, no true drama ... no
Tragedy. ... all historical processes ... have the power to transform into indissoluble tragic units. Seen with
socialist eyes though, these processes are only transitory stages, provisional; for a socialist sensibility these
conflicts have no eternal validity, have no metaphysic necessity: they are not tragic.” (Lukacs 1982, 36).

% As remarked by Cometa: “In the romance ... the hero is acted by external powers, most of the time even
transcendental, being them grace, or a god, or magic.” (Lukdcs 1982, 14). We could add to this list the forces
of the socio-economic structure of society: “eine rohe Lebensempirie” (“the raw empirical experience”).
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reality (“fiir die dramatische Form aber ist dieses plotzliche Umkippen der Situation nur
eine rohe Lebensempirie” (Lukacs 1997, 13)*° — that is, the concept of human “work,”
which, at the formal level is expressed in the organization of the aesthetic matter
according to principles of montage and other non-organic compositional rules. Thus, all
of these non-organic operations at the formal level, together with the human
interventions at the level of content, constitute an inverted image of something
transcendental, which is the true, ideological content (its transcendental object, “the
absent values” in Lukacs’ terminology of these years) of the romance as Lukacs defines
it: something that is probably not to be thought of, as different in its nature from the
transcendental content of the tragic or the novelistic form (indeed, Lukacs in these same
years is theorizing about the three forms in relation to the same historical problem).
However, when surfacing within the tragic and novelistic form, this same “negative
content” (in the sense of being a negative imprint of something absent) appears to be
disguised as individual values, as “authenticity.” Therefore, it is legitimate to expect
that, in the case of the romance, this transcendental object will not be given as a private
element in response to a collective demand. On the contrary, it will rather be the case of

a collective response to a private need. It will be, in fact, the opposite of human

% “But for the dramatic form this sudden overturning of the situation is only a raw empirical life-
experience.” (Lukacs 1982, 50)
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interventions and operations (the positive imprint): it will be the absence of work (its
refusal). Precisely this insight can help us to understand how Balestrini’s Vogliamo tutto
does not represent an “overcoming” of the avant-garde novel, but, in a way, its
tulfillment, as it is able, as we will see, to “materialize” this “negative” object that avant-
garde should convey, according to Lukacs. This is, also, the supreme object of desire in a
world ruled by the relentless necessity to produce in the various forms of alienated
work, where humans must endlessly labor to sustain a socially imposed collective
meaning (private meaning, as we have seen, is not produced by work, but given by
grace: that is, one needs to be able to afford it). This is the obscene object of desire, the
limit-concept of the romance, that is, of a form in which Lukdcs tried to think of
modernist, avant-garde literature (and art): the absence of work, a society without the
necessity for alienated (estranged) work. It is the same object, we must stress, that the
novel keeps at bay, and needs to delay (asserting its “not yet”) in order to cultivate the
illusion of individual meaning, of authenticity as the narrative drive projected back onto
the scattered matter of experience. And this is also the reason why Balestrini’s literary
practice started with a refusal of the “values” of the novel as genre and of narrativity
itself. And yet, as we will see, there will be no possible access to this object outside of
“narrative experience,” if we intend, with this expression, an experience of “radical

depersonalization” (Jameson 2016, 43).
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3.6 Dostoevsky’s “epic” as figure of aesthetics-politics
conversion

It is important to stress that the romance, although being a sort of negative of the
tragic form and the novel, does not, by any means, represent an overcoming of it. Not by
chance, Theory of the Novel concludes by pointing toward Dostoevsky and the possibility
of a new epic, rather than toward the accentuation of the “prosaic (empirical) element”
represented by the romance. This is probably because, for Lukacs, at this point, what
matters in artistic creation is not the production of knowledge, not even “social”
knowledge, but rather communication and persuasion (which represents, in turn, the
utopic foundation of a mystical ethic based on direct “contact”). Not surprisingly, what
he considers to be a possibility to overcome the tragic and the novel is found in his
fraught notes on Dostoevsky, which he was sketching in those same years between 1911
and 1917. In these notes, aesthetic reflection intertwines with ethics, religion, and
especially radical politics, with a special outlook on the “Russian soul,” which he was
imagining (through Dostoevsky) as a sort of alternative to western European Geist; the

latter seemed to be collapsing inevitably into war, the outcome of which would have
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been either German (Prussian) authoritarianism or western capitalism (both were
abhorred by Lukacs).”

This is not the place to reconstruct the intricacies of Lukacs’ scattered reflections
emerging in these notes. What matters for the present discourse is that he sees in the
work of Dostoevsky a soteriological possibility in both politics and art. His novels show
characters that go beyond the abstract ethic of duty on which western society is based
(and that therefore does not allow for the overcoming of the misery of the present, “the
epoch of absolute sinfulness” as Lukdcs calls it, following Fichte (Lukacs 1971b, 152).
Beyond this “first” ethic lies the unexplored territory of the “second ethic,” that of pure
goodness, whose main feature is being unruly, unpredictable, even immoral. It is a non-
codified ethic representing, for Lukacs, the possibility of a direct contact among souls
(what he names with the evangelical expression of paraclete). Before arriving at this
arcane object (whose only examples are saints like Francis, Christ himself, or the
characters in some novels), it is necessary to traverse the pure revolt of the “luciferin,”
that existential situation in which society and its norms are refused, and the grace of

God is not yet in sight. Dostoevsky’s characters are divided between these two

% “There was also some probability that the West would defeat Germany; if this led to the downfall of the
Hohenzollerns and the Hapsburgs, I was once again in favour. But then the question arose: who was to save
us from Western civilisation? (The prospect of final victory by the Germany of that time was to me
nightmarish.” (Lukacs 1971b, 11).
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conditions (Myshkin and Alyosha in the former, Ivan and Stavrogin in the latter); both
are beyond the ethic on which bourgeois society is built: “[the text will need] to
demonstrate that not only the second paracletic ethic, but also the luciferin one must
transcend justice” (Lukdcs 2000, 78). In sum, justice does not represent the possibility of
salvation for the contemporary world, which might be found only in that “paracletic”
element, the mystical contact among souls (paraclete in ancient Greek means ad-vocatus,
somebody who is called to the side of someone else to offer help or defense, which may
indicate Christ or the Holy Ghost). It must be noted, at this point, that the political
reflection implied in this discourse assumes a clearly radical character, and it could not
have been different, given the nature of the luciferin personalities sketched by
Dostoevsky, especially in the Demons (it is crucial to recall Georges Sorel’s strong
influence on Lukacs”). As Lukacs mentions in the 1962 introduction to the Theory of the
Novel I already quoted, his political view in those years was “not conservative but
subversive in nature, even if based on a highly naive and totally unfounded
utopianism.” He goes on to assert that those political opinions were based on

the hope that a natural life worthy of man can spring from the disintegration of
capitalism and the destruction, seen as identical with that disintegration, of the
lifeless and life-denying social and economic categories. The fact that the book
culminates in its analysis of Tolstoy, as well as the author’s view of Dostoevsky,
who, it is claimed, ‘did not write novels’, clearly indicate that the author was not

97 “We should add that his conception of social reality was at that time strongly influenced by Sorel” (Lukdcs
1971b, 19).
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looking for a new literary form but, quite explicitly, for a “new world” (Lukacs
1971b, 20).

Not by chance, if in the dialogue On the Poverty of Spirit, written in 1911, the idea
of goodness and contact among souls was still extremely abstract and vaguely
characterized from a socio-political point of view (“it is a knowledge of men that
illuminates everything, a knowledge wherein subject and object collapse into one
another” (Lukacs 2010, 205)), at the time he writes Theory of the Novel, the essays on
romance, and the notes on Dostoevsky, his reflections seem to contend with the
possibility of a revolutionary gesture and a violent overturn of the “lifeless and life-
denying” social forms of capitalism, which the idea of “justice” might never be able to
break (the torment of goodness becomes paradoxically the one of the terrorist who must
decide for which “goodness” to act, the one of the present society — justice — or the one of
humanity). A similar reflection is reformulated in clearer political terms concerning
terrorism, as noted by Cometa, in the first political writings Lukdcs published after his
embracing of communism, with a reference to the dramatic character of Hebbel’s

Judith.”® Not far from this conception, we may add, are Benjamin’s reflections on

% In the essay Tactics and Ethics (1919). The following remarks by Cometa refer to Lukacs’ analysis of Paul
Ernst’s drama Ariadnes in Naxos (1912): “I’azione di Arianna, infatti, oltre ad essere delittuosa dal punto di
vista etico, €, dal punto di vista politico, un atto terroristico. Chi conosce i primi scritti politici di Lukacs
dopo I'adesione al Partito Comunista, e la famosa affermazione della Judith di Hebbel, capira la centralita e
I'importanza di queste osservazioni solo apparentemente poetologiche” (Cometa 1982, 29). (Ariadne’s
action, indeed, besides being criminal from an ethical point of view, is, in a political perspective, a terrorist
act. Those who know Lukacs’ first political essays written after joining the Communist Party, and Hebbel’s
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political assassination in his 1921 Critique of Violence (Benjamin 2004), similarly
influenced by Sorel. Here in the notes, however, the pendulum is still insistently
returning to the side of aesthetics. Indeed, not only Dostoevsky is thought to provide
this possibility of “paraclete” contact through his characters, but also the form of his art
directly implies this contact, this possibility of what must be called a superior form of
(political) persuasion: the Greek peitho — not by chance the business of the ad-vocatus —
whose effect was possible through contact, an emotional proximity created (and
manipulated) by the orator. This is what Lukacs sees as a new form of “epic,” the one
specifically represented by Dostoevsky’s novels, which were able to create an extreme
form of empathic contact with the readers and perform a sort of life changing
experience, a religious conversion, inspired by personalities like Myshkin and Aliosha
(at least when readers are taken inside a certain historical moment and mood “in the
middle of unspiritual chaos, in the grubby flux of life”). The reference to epic here must
be understood inside the ideological frame of epic poetry as a supposed collective
experience in which the audience is imagined as completely absorbed in the poem,
which may therefore have a “formative” power on society (like in the conception of the

Homeric poems as a sort of living encyclopedia of Greek culture, which thanks to them

Judith’s famous statement, will understand the great importance of these — only apparently — poetological
remarks.)
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was able to consolidate and constantly reshape its own identity and escape
degeneration, at least for some time).

In his afterward to the Italian edition of these notes, Cometa suggests that the
reflection on Dostoevsky and the rebirth of the epic represented by the example of his
work are an equivalent, on the novelistic level, of the modernist innovations Lukacs was
pointing to in the essays about the non-tragic drama (the romance). According to him,

questi eroi, proprio perché sprofondati nell’orrore (un’altra delle categorie
dell’epos moderno) proprio perché attanagliati dal cupio dissolvi, lavorano alla
dissoluzione del mondo delle oggettivazioni. La piu chiara esposizione di questo
principio la troviamo a proposito del romance che ¢ il correlato sul piano della
teoria del dramma dell’epos dostoevskijano, e, come questo, rappresenta
I'estremo tentativo lukacsiano di comprendere 'avanguardia nelle sue molteplici
manifestazioni letterarie (Cometa 2000, 156).9°

In my opinion, this conclusion cannot be accepted. Although composed in the
same years of the essays on the romance (and of Theory of the Novel), the notes on
Dostoevsky clearly represent an effort to think of an overcoming of the “avant-garde”
presuppositions and forms Lukdcs explored while looking at the non-tragic drama (and
related genres like the fairytale). Indeed, the romance is a lens through which he

explored avant-garde (modernist) instances by no means limited to the theatrical

9 “these heroes, exactly because sunk in the horror (another of the modern epos’ categories), exactly because
taken inside the cupio dissolvi, work toward the dissolution of the world of objectifications. We can find the
clearest exposition of this principle in relation to the romance, which corresponds to Dostoevskyan epos at
the level of the theory of drama, and, in a similar way, represents the latest Lukdcsian attempt to understand
the Avant-Garde in its multiple literary manifestations.”
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experience, in fact clearly opposing and overcoming the traditional novelistic form itself
(which, as we have seen, had been thought of together with the “tragic form” — and this
is why the romance as non-tragic drama and as avant-garde narrative practice can
oppose both tragedy and novel). Although some of the features of Dostoevsky’s
characters might be considered to anticipate the way modern personality has been
problematized in modernist literature,' the core of Lukacs” discourse is not here. His
problem, as in Theory of the Novel, is not representation, but communication, immediate
political effectiveness of the aesthetic form, although the “political goal” is still a “new
world to come,” one that is “still so weak that it can easily be crushed by the sterile
power of the merely existent” (these are the last words of Theory of the Novel). The “epic
element” is thus destined to supply the figure for such an immediate convergence of
aesthetics and politics,!%! a figure that will resurface again, as we have seen, in the
seemingly universal agreement in defining Vogliamo tutto as an “epic novel,” one that
overcomes the avant-garde novel experiment represented by Tristano, in a way

comparable with the overcoming of novel-tragic form toward Dostoevsky’s epic (via the

100 “Gran parte delle categorie che Lukacs intravede nell’'opera del “demone russo” e descrive nel suo studio
diverranno nel giro di qualche anno le grandi figure della narrativa moderna, da Kafka a Diirrenmatt, da
Musil a Mann” (Cometa 2000, 154). (“The majority of the categories Lukacs discovers in the “Russian
demon”’s work, and describes in his essay, will become, in a few years, the great figures of modern
narrative, from Kafka to Diirrenmatt, from Musil to Mann.”)

101 Before being re-elaborated, in later years — as we have seen for the essay “The Novel as Bourgeois Epic” -
in the concept of the typical.
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forms of the romance, which, exactly like later avant-garde experiences, will not be
considered able, by Lukdcs, to immediately convert into progressive political action,
although their heuristic value to explore the complexity of the contemporary world is
out of question). Yet this was clearly an impasse, since the epic character was essentially
derived from the specific “content” of Dostoevsky’s work, which allowed, according to
Lukacs, the transmission of such “paracletic” ethics because it was persuasive for its
inner, “discursive” force, so to speak. In other words, Lukdcs was still lacking a formal
(or, better, structural) analysis of the reasons why a work of art can become effective in
terms of political persuasion and become a life changing experience. This means that he
could not separate the possibility of this effect from the content to which it was linked in
Dostoevsky, and this is why he was forced to formulate the hypothesis of the
uniqueness of Dostoevsky’s work, and to reduce his own political outlook to the “hope”
that such work would have been the beginning of a new world, of a new epic. Moreover,
by doing this, he was dooming to political ineffectiveness almost all of the other literary
forms he had examined (evidently imposing a reductive effort over his own personal
inclination, which constantly pushed him toward the most disparate objects among
novels and dramas); not to mention the fact that he was completely eliminating the side
of reception from the perspective of the political effectiveness of literature, which means

he was not taking into any consideration the problem that, whether or not a work might
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be a life changing experience, it also depends on a vast series of contingent factors
(circumstance of fruition, mood, character of the reader, etc.). Not by chance, in the
Aesthetics he writes: “ein Gegensatz zwischen den fritheren Erfahrungen und dem
Weltbild des Werks, einer zwischen dessen innerer Richtung und den fritheren
Zielsetzungen kann oft die Wirkung tiberhaupt unterbinden; es muf$ aber nochmals
betont werden, daf$ es sich um ein Kann, nicht um ein Muf$ handelt” (Lukacs 1963a, 1.

Halbband:838).102

3.7 Catharsis as experience of “radical depersonalization”

As I anticipated at the beginning of this chapter, in his later Aesthetics Lukacs
uses one of the most classical concepts of literary theory to explain the effect of the work

of art as an experience impacting the psyche of the spectator or the reader: catharsis.!®®

102 “The existence of a contrast between previous experiences and a work’s image of the world, a contrast between its
inner direction and the previous objectives (of the receptor), might often constrain and impede the work’s effect; yet it
must be stressed, that this is a possibility and not a necessity.”

103 “Dije antike Asthetik ... anerkennt die den Menschen stark beeinflussende, ja ihn unter Umstanden sogar
transformierende Macht der dsthetischen Erlebnisse; ... Die antike Asthetik sieht jedoch diese
gesellschaftliche Funktion nicht als eine Dienstleistung fiir diese oder jene konkrete aktuelle Zielsetzung an,
sondern erblickt ihre Bedeutung darin, daf8 eine bestimmte Ausiibung bestimmter Kiinste zu den
formenden Kréften des menschlichen und dadurch des gesellschaftlichen Lebens gehort; daf8 die Kunst
geeignet ist, die Menschen in jener Richtung zu beeinflussen, die fiir die Ausbildung bestimmter
Menschentypen férdernd oder hemmend wirkt. ” (Lukacs 1963a, 1. Halbband:810). (“Ancient aesthetics
acknowledges ... some aesthetic experiences’ power to strongly influence humans, and even to transform
them; ... yet ancient aesthetics does not see this social function as service in favor of this or that concrete and
present goal, but it rather sees its meaning in the fact that a certain practice of a certain art belongs to the
forces that inform human and social life; and in the fact that art is able to push humans in a direction that
favors or prevents the development of certain human types.”)
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This clearly represents a recovery of his old inclination toward the “tragic element,”104
though with a fundamental difference: the tragic experience is no longer the emergence,
through contact with the extreme limit, the “death instant,” of something like “absolute
individuality,” where destiny is finally shaped by the annihilation of all other
possibilities; it is rather its symmetric opposite. In catharsis the “personal element”
experiences a suspension: all private interests normally driving the subject in everyday
life fall apart as it is absorbed into the “homogeneous medium,” passing from dem
ganzen Mensch des Alltags to den Menschen ganz: “das dsthetische Erlebnis der
Rezeptivitat eine temporare Suspension samtlicher faktischer Zielsetzungen des Alltags
mit sich fiihrt”'% (Lukdcs 1963a, 1. Halbband:835). This goes far beyond the Kantian
Interesselosigkeit of the aesthetic judgement, although this is clearly a point of reference.
Lukacs explicitly talks about an undoing of the subject in its absorption into the work of
art: “Die Schranken von Raum und Zeit — des sogenannten principium individuationis —

werden niedergerissen und — wenigstens im Prinzip — wird eine unbegrenzte Fahigkeit

104 Not by chance, the discourse around the catharsis reintroduces the semantic field of the movement
upwards, the elevation, that characterized the tragic form at the time of Soul and form: “die &dsthetische
Katharsis unmittelbar vor allem eine Erhdhung des Menschen {iiber seine eigene Alltaglichkeit
hervorbringt.” (Lukacs 1963a, 1. Halbband:822) “The first and immediate result of the aesthetic catharsis is
the elevation of the human being above its own everydayness.”

105 “The aesthetic experience of receptivity entails a temporary suspension of everyday life’s all practical
goals.”
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zum Erleben alles Menschlichen wachgerufen” (Lukacs 1963b, 2. Halbband:327).1% The
almost unheimlich effect of seeing Lukacs hinting to Schopenhauer’s conception of art is
here immediately dissolved by the realization that the effect of the overcoming of the
principium individuationis does not lead to some mystical experience of the
undifferentiated substance of being, but, as Jameson has noted (Jameson 2016, 43), to an
experience of human universality, linked to the Marxist concept of Gattungswesen (“Aber
gerade darin setzt sich die Universalitat als Ubiquitat wahrhaft durch: die Beziehung
des Einzelmenschen zur Gattung, zu deren konkreter Entwicklung kann nur auf diese
Weise zum lebendigen Gehalt eines jeden Menschenlebens werden” my emphasis
(Lukécs 1963b, 2. Halbband:328).17 Although Lukacs” discourse repeatedly stresses the
aspect of universalization proper to this experience, it should be noted, again, with
Jameson, that the means through which this effect is reached is an experience of the
deprivation of the subject, of “depersonalization”:

for Lukdcs, catharsis has something of the sense of a radical depersonalization, in
which the particularities of the receiving subjectivity are somehow burned away
and “purified” — thereby taking Kant’s Interesselosigkeit a step further into a kind
of social therapy, where interests become everything narrowly associated with
my empirical situation, my class values, and indeed everything limited and
alienated about my exercise of my human possibilities in such situation

(Jameson 2016, 43).

106 “The barriers of space and time — the so-called principium individuationis — are torn and — at least in
principle — a limitless ability arises, to experience all that is human.”

107 “But exactly in this fact universality truly affirms itself as ubiquity: only in this way can the relation of the
individual with the species, with its concrete evolution, become the living content of each human life.”
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In order to understand how this “radical depersonalization” might actually
function, it is important to think not so much of the actual “transformation” of the
subject as it “reemerges” into everydayness from the absorption (which might depend
on an immeasurable number of factors), but of the suspension itself, of the permanence
inside of that interruption of the subject. In other words, paradoxically, the relation of
the subject with the work during this “absorption” is less important than the way it can
look at the “external” world from this standpoint. The standpoint does not show me the
world from a different perspective by articulating and presenting it inside itself — or,
better, it does, it can, and this is what we call the estrangement effect, which is an
“intellectual” effect, the intellectual catharsis Lukacs talked about; the standpoint rather
allows me to look at the world outside of the work of art, while I am taken there, as I did
not belong to it anymore. It is a view from the perspective of an annihilated subject (this
is the only possible access to “universality,” to Gattungswesen): pure “impersonality,”
which is not a fulfillment of anything. There is no “destiny” (as there was in the tragic
form as formulated in 1911): from here the subject reduced to zero can finally cease to
project the usual “traps” (Rilke) of the logos around itself, being instead project-less (and
we can see, here, how this argument leads us back to the depersonalization seen by
Bataille in the “extreme experience”), thus also freed from the imposed ideological

position in which everybody is always already taken because of social “consistence.” In
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other words, if in the tragic moment as Lukacs had imagined it in 1911 the “hero” finally
comes under the gaze of God (and needs to die), in the later catharsis the hero reduced
to zero can finally look through the gaze of God: the gaze of Alyosha, of Myshkin, or
Sonya, with which Lukdcs was so obsessed, a gaze through which the world suddenly
appears in its lyrical quality, not as “project” or as a chain of means and ends. Yet the
lyrical experience of beauty comes together with the perception of the material condition
of the world without the falsification of reactionary ideological layers (what in the
previous chapter I have called a “material epiphany”). In this state of vision, something
that presents itself as “truth” emerges and overwhelms the spectator with its own
power. This means that through the “gaze of God” we have fallen under the influence of
another rhetorical spell (every kind of persuasion is the product of rhetoric), and yet the
particular ideological position in which we have been placed is a special one: it is still
historical, but it is the minimal one, that coincides with the zero that Lukacs had
discovered — as remarked by Jameson at the conclusion of his essay — in History and Class

Consciousness — the one of the proletariat,'® of that deprived subject who “needs neither

108 “This enables us to understand why it is only in the proletariat that the process by which a man’s
achievement is split off from his total personality and becomes a commodity leads to a revolutionary
consciousness. It is true ... that the basic structure of reification can be found in all the social forms of
modern capitalism (e.g. bureaucracy.) But this structure can only be made fully conscious in the work-
situation of the proletarian. For his work as he experiences it directly possesses the naked and abstract form
of the commodity, while in other forms of work this is hidden behind the facade of ‘mental labour’, of
‘responsibility’, etc. ... The more deeply reification penetrates into the soul of the man who sells his
achievement as “a commodity the more deceptive appearances are (as in the case of journalism).
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to hold onto to what it has or to have more, since it has nothing in the first place: and
this is the sense in which its possibilities and potentialities are unconstrained and
immeasurable” (Jameson 2016, 43). Lukacs writes: “thus the purely abstract negativity in
the life of the worker is objectively the most typical manifestation of reification, it is the
constitutive type of capitalist socialisation. But for this very reason it is also subjectively
the point at which this structure is raised to consciousness and where it can be breached
in practice.” (Lukacs 1971a, 375). It should be clear, at this point, that the possibility of
the political efficacy of a work of art is not so much linked, according to a “cathartic”
conception, to a historico-philosophical character it possesses as a genre, but to the
radicality through which it is able to offer the experience of the interruption of the
“subjective flow,” the annihilation of the point of view.

We can now read in a very different way the key element of the novel as
proposed in the Theory: “And so, by a strange and melancholy paradox, the moment of
failure is the moment of value; the comprehending and experiencing of life’s refusals is

the source from which the fullness of life seems to flow. What is depicted is the total

Corresponding to the objective concealment of the commodity form, there is the subjective element. This is
the fact that while the process by which the worker is reified and becomes a commodity dehumanises him
and cripples and atrophies his ‘soul” — as long as he does not consciously rebel against it — it remains true
that precisely his humanity and his soul are not changed into commodities. He is able therefore to objectify
himself completely against his existence while the man reified in the bureaucracy, for instance, is turned into
a commodity, mechanised and reified in the only faculties that might enable him to rebel against reification”
(Lukécs 1971a, 373-74).
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absence of any fulfilment of meaning, yet the work attains the rich and rounded fullness
of a true totality of life” (Lukacs 1971b, 126). The “moment of value” is not derived from
the absolute individuality that is projected onto the subject once the failure is consumed
and a false totality has been created by the completion of “life’s refusals:” the moment of
value can coincide with failure because failure is the sunset of individuality, because in
that consummation of the self, the zero, as an empathic “entry point” of the
reader/spectator can finally “be like everybody else,” a pure impersonality, free from the
necessity to project its traps all around (in the words of Rilke: “Only our eyes are /
reversed and placed all around them / like traps, surrounding their free exit”), and
looking with a communal gaze at the materiality of the world, seeing at once its lyrical
quality and its necessity to be changed from the horrible conditions that the subject (now
reduced to zero) itself was not able to see until a moment ago. This is why, as it has been
often remarked, Alyosha Karamazof would have been transformed into a terrorist in the
never written continuation of the story: this act of seeing “as through God’s gaze,” this
specific experience of beauty, is always followed by the necessity to act. This is the point
where aesthetics and politics are inextricably bound in the contortion of the “mortal
coil.” Yet Dostoevsky never wrote the second part of the book, and Alyosha never
became a terrorist. This is probably because the political efficacy of the work lies only in

the annihilating moment of the catharsis and “showing” the actual happening of a
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political action, even of a revolutionary one, is in itself ineffectual from a political point
of view. This was the central realization of Lukacs in the Aesthetics, where the catharsis is
therefore seen as a fundamentally “formal” character of the work that can be produced
with different rhetorical means, but that must not, in any case, be linked to a specific
“content.” It is, in fact, an experience on the part of the receptor: the experience of
dissolving into an absolute deprivation of power. Of course, the structural character of
such dissolution can be conceived at different degrees of intensities: from the suspension
of subjective investment we can imagine to happen in a film, as the standpoint of the
subject is suddenly dissolved into the lyrical intensity of the landscape, to the
“incomprehensible” goodness of some of Dostoevsky’s characters (that put in motion
the theorizing movement Lukdcs was able to clarify only many years later), where the
subject goes beyond forms, annihilating its own personal self, and allows us to gaze into
the openness Rilke hints at in the eighth elegy.

We will see in a moment why and how this happens in Vogliamo tutto, which also
explains why speaking about epic quality does not seem to explain the core of the
question, as it tries to name a genre-derived quality shared in reality by any other work

of art able to bring about the cathartic effect.
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3.8 Vogliamo tutto

As we have seen in section 4, the story narrated in Vogliamo tutto follows a young
worker form the south as he navigates several jobs among the factories in the north, and
culminates with his experience at the Fiat Mirafiori in Turin. The turning point, the one
that deeply marks the reading experience provoked by this novel, starts to happen at the
beginning of the second half, in the sixth chapter. We notice, suddenly, something
breaking the narrative technique used to this point, that is, the flow of the first-person
narration recreating the recorded spoken account supposedly at the heart of the book.
As the chapter starts we immediately discern that something has changed in the tone of
the language, which until this point had been characterized as explicitly spoken, with
the intention of giving the impression of a mimesis of the orality of the narrator,
although the standard medietas of the latter, even if often vulgar, had demonstrated a
certain artificiality in effacing the southern element.'” In the first stanza, however,
something else is going on. The tone of the usual “standard” Italian is slightly higher
and the orality seems to have almost disappeared, although, it must be noted, the

absence of any punctuation except periods gives an impression of orality: “Alla Fiat

109 It is true that in several places in the story the narrator reports to have intentionally used dialect, in order,
for example, to scare some physician in the factory, which implies that his first hand report is indeed meant
to be in Italian. This is to be linked to the fact that he attended professional school until adolescence, thus
acquiring the competence to speak standard Italian. In any case, it is likely that his eloquium should have
been marked by a southern influx.
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erano gia due tre settimane che era cominciato. Erano cominciate le lotte dopo lo
sciopero per Battipaglia che alla Fiat i sindacati avevano fatto per prudenza solo di tre
ore. L’11 aprile c’era stata la prima assemblea politica di 1500 operai delle Presse Sud di
Mirafiori” (97).11° As we will see, a new impersonal tone starts here, establishing place
and time without linking them to a personal event. Differently, in previous chapters, the
relatively rare use of the “imperfetto” to open a “stanza” defining spatial-temporal
coordinates of a situation had always been shortly followed (in the same stanza) by a
verb in first person, like in the following example: “C’erano allora gli scioperi quelli
indetti dal sindacato. Erano quelli che volevano la seconda categoria i gruisti e i
carrellisti. C’erano questi scioperi dentro c’erano alcune linee quelle della 124 che
stavano ferme. ... quando uscivo vedevo gli studenti che davano i volantini...” (80).1! In
this last quote, we should note that the impersonal, descriptive beginning, even though
quite similar in tone to the previous example, is nevertheless more characterized as
spoken idiolect (“c’erano questi scioperi dentro c’erano alcune linee”), whereas some

elements in the other quote sound strange if we imagine them as told by the voice we

110 “Jt had already been two or three weeks since it all started at Fiat. The struggles had begun after the strike
for Battipaglia, which to be on the safe side the union at Fiat only held for three hours. The first political
rally was on April 11, 1500 workers from the South Presses.” (166)

111 “There were strikes at the time organised by the union. It was the workers who wanted promotion to
second category, the crane operators and forklift divers. There were strikes inside; some lines, the 124 lines,
had stopped. ... When I came out I saw these students handing out leaflets and talking about the strike. But
I didn't care about that stuff.” (139-140)
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have learned to recognize (“che alla Fiat i sindacati avevano fatto per prudenza solo di
tre ore”). Something has happened in the narrative flux. As we go on, in the same
stanza, we do not find the first person anymore. Instead, as the voice starts again to
appear as “spoken discourse,” a “we” voice starts to speak: “Che ¢ stata la prima
occasione che gli operai Fiat hanno preso per lottare contro il piano dei padroni. Che e
fare la disoccupazione e prendere per fame la gente del sud. ... Il lavoro che diventa
quasi un premio un regalo che i padroni ci fanno. A farci venire a dormire nelle stazioni a
mucchi in una stanza con affitti da rapina” (97 my emphasis).!? Yet it appears
immediately clear that this “we” is not the one of the previous narrator expanding his
“class consciousness” until reaching a “class-we.” The voice is somehow differently
characterized (our narrator would hardly use that “mucchi” or “affitti da rapina”). The
uncertainty is solved by the beginning of the following stanza: “Questo lo spiegava alle
Officine Ausiliarie un operaio dopo lo sciopero di Battipaglia. Sale su un tavolo della
mensa e spiega perché i meridionali sono costretti a venire al nord. Allora la direzione

4

prende la solita misura trasferisce quell’operaio alla Mirafiori Nord isolandolo da tutti

112 “Tt was the first chance Fiat workers had taken to fight against the bosses’ plans, which are to create
unemployment and take the people of the south by hunger. ... Work that became almost a prize, a gift the
bosses give us. To make us come and sleep in the stations and pile into one room paying rents that were like
highway robbery." (166)
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(97).113 Therefore, the first person at the end of the previous stanza entailed the insertion
of a direct discourse, as it has already often happened in the book, where the
intermission of other characters’ first person voice was simply marked by the use of a
capital letter without any punctuation. Yet, again, the language used immediately after
sounds unfamiliar and inappropriate to our narrator: “la direzione prende la solita
misura trasferisce ... isolandolo.” This is a “higher” sounding standard Italian, and it is
interrupted almost at the end of the stanza, as the narrator says, again, “I”: “Io queste
cose qua che erano successe non le sapevo ancora allora. Me le sono imparate poi nelle
discussioni con i compagni” (97-98),!1* where that “me le sono imparate” clearly marks a
return to the personal (in this case, one of the few, even plainly southern) idiolect that we
have come to know. It doesn’t last, however. Immediately after, we have four stanzas
entirely written in an impersonal, less explicitly oral style, without any “we” or “I,” only
describing the struggles that happened in the same days as the personal events about
which we have previously heard. Then, in the seventh stanza, we encounter a similarly

abrupt return to the first person: “Cos’e il salario operaio. Io la busta non la leggevo mai

113 “ A worker explained all of this to the Maintenance workshop after the strike at Battipaglia. He climbed
onto a table in the cafeteria and explained why southerners are forced to come to the north. So the
management took the usual steps: transfer the worker to Mirafiori North, isolating him from everyone.”
(167)

114 “T didn’t know this had already happened then. I learned about it later from some comrades.” (167)

315



perché non mi fregava un cazzo” (99).> This is our narrator again, clearly. And yet, the
way he goes on, if it should logically be his own voice, shifts again toward the pole of
the impersonal: “Ma sulla busta c’e scritto tutte le voci in cui il padrone divide il salario
che da all’operaio. Lo divide soprattutto in due parti. La prima parte che e la paga base
che corrisponde alle ore di lavoro che ha fatto nella fabbrica.” (99).11

To sum up, we find here at least three new modalities of the narrative discourse
(with many more possible variations), beyond the idiolect of the narrator: 1) a
descriptive (impersonally characterized) discourse oscillating between the usual low
tone and a higher one, in any case less inclined to the imitation of orality, and mostly
narrating events or explaining technical problems related to the factory 2) this same
medium-low discourse as it is attracted by the discourse of the “I,” and in its proximity
seems to acquire a hybrid nature, as we are not exactly able to decide if it is still the
narrator speaking (the one we have learned to recognize in first half of the book) 3) the
descriptive discourse can sometimes deviate from impersonality (speaking of the
workers or the worker in third person), to a “we” that is no longer mimetically

characterized as in the case of the first stanza we have analyzed, which was a discourse

115 “What is the worker’s wage. I never read my pay packet because I didn’t give a shit about it.” (170)
116 “But the things the boss divides the worker’s wage into are written on the pay packet. Above all he
divides it into two parts. The first part, which is the base pay, corresponds to the hours that the worker
spends in the factory.” (170)
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pronounced by a specific worker, nor it is the narrator speaking in the plural: “perché
pit soldi che ci da il padrone di aumento in questo modo legano ancora di pit il salario
dell’operaio alla produzione ... Pero col cottimo possiamo fregare il padrone con
'autolimitazione” (100);''” or: “Perché questi soldi ci servono per vivere in questa societa
di merda. Perché non vogliamo piu tirarci il collo dietro al cottimo. Perché vogliamo
eliminare le divisioni tra operai che si e inventato il padrone” (103).1"® This third type of
discourse seems to turn toward a more clearly recognizable collective voice of the
workers in struggle, one that could be used in flyers or in public discourses made in an
assembly or screamed through the megaphone outside the gates of Mirafiori, as it often
happened that year. Indeed, this sort of propaganda discourse can easily vary from a
third person “gli operai rifiutano, gli operai vogliono” to a first plural “rifiutiamo,
vogliamo.” Thus, although the same “pervasivity of the fiction” Jacquelline Risset
discussed (the “dominance of the narrative drive” we have seen acting in Tristano)
constantly pushes us to assimilate all of these new modalities of discourse to the
personal voice of our narrator, imagining, for example, that he has started to talk

differently, to teach us about factory struggles and therefore also expressing himself in a

117 “Because the more the bosses pay us this way, the more the worker’s wage is tied to productivity ...
Although with piecework we can get back at the bosses by autolimitation.” (171)
118 “Because we need this money to live in this shitty society. Because we no longer want the piece rates to
have us by the throat. Because we want to eliminate the divisions between workers invented by the boss.”
(176).
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less vulgar standard Italian, we have to acknowledge (with a bit of disappointment,
since we have to give up the fundamentally pleasurable narrative drive) that what we
hear is not his voice anymore. We are forced to admit this, because the first person does
not come back for the rest of the chapter, after the occurrence we have seen. Moreover,
the suspicion that what we read is now some actual material of propaganda is confirmed
by the appearance of capital letters to signal the beginning: “Operai Se i sindacti hanno
continuato a isolare ... e invece Tutta la Fiat in lotta. Alle minacce di sospensione gli
operai di Mirafiori rispondono Tutta la Fiat in lotta” (107).1'° Of course, for the reader
who knows Balestrini’s previous work, it is not difficult to guess that he has started to
insert into the text some real materials from the struggles, like flyers, journal articles,
discourses, slogans, wall writings, etc.!?’ This movement of “depersonalization” of the
discourse is then confirmed with the highest clarity in the last stanza of the chapter,
when we read: “Giovedi 29 maggio. Un giovane operaio meridionale ha tentato di
entrare con un cartello. I guardioni glielo hanno impedito e ne € nato uno scontro”

(109).12 This is, in short, the same event we have followed in the previous chapter, from

119 “Workers: if the unions have continued to isolate ... the workers’ watchword must be: everybody out at
Fiat. ... to the threats of the suspension the workers of Mirafioiri respond: everybody out at Fiat.” (184-185).
120 This becomes obvious in the eighth chapter. On the use of original materials in this book, see for example
(Loreto 2014, 50).

121 “Thursday 29 May: A young southern worker tried to go in with a sign. The guards stopped him and it
set off a scuffle.” (187).
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the point of view of the narrator, that we find here suddenly frozen in the impersonal
appearance of the third person: something similarly unheimlich to reading in a
newspaper the story of something we have personally experienced the day before. Yet
this route toward depersonalization is again reversed at the beginning of the following
chapter, “I compagni”: “Come uscii dal cancello della Fiat dopo che ero riuscito a
scappare via dalle grinfie dei guardioni non vedevo 'ora di trovare gli altri compagni”
(110).122 The first half of the seventh chapter is entirely narrated in first person, with the
usual idiolect of the narrator, without an intermission of the impersonal streams, not
even when he explains or narrates events of the struggle: “La mattina presto si andava a
distribuire il volantino ai cancelli o il giornale settimanale delle lotte La Classe come si
chiamava” (117)!% — where that “come si chiavama” clearly confirms the “presence” of
the narrator. Yet after the first nineteen stanzas, the collective voice standard regains its
place, and this time we know that we cannot take for granted that the narrator is there
behind, somewhere, although, as it happened before (our “second modality” of medium
impersonal discourse), the collective voice in the first person plural is sometimes

attracted to the idiolect of the narrator until we can clearly distinguish his voice again,

122 “ As I came out of the Fiat gate after I'd escaped the clutches of the guards, I couldn’t wait to find the
other comrades” (189).

123 “Early in the morning we went to hand out leaflets at the gates, or the weekly newspaper of the struggle,
which was called La Classe” (200-201).
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although only briefly: “Cioe se i compagni che avevano fatto la lotta li avevano sospesi o
cambiati di posto tutte queste cose qua. A seconda di com’era I'umore di lotta nelle varie
Officine a seconda dell'informazione che c’era facevamo poi il volantino per il giorno
dopo” (121).12* The text manages at this point to create a permanent uncertainty.
Contrary to the previous chapter, though, the conclusion of this one points again toward
the personal instance of the narrator, as the last two stanzas, although never using the
first person, seem to be clearly internal to his “voice”: “Per questo mica perché la gente
stava incazzata o perché il 3 luglio faceva caldo per tutto questo si spiega quella grossa
battaglia che c’e stata” (125).1%°

The following two chapters are entirely deprived of the presence of the narrator.
The eighth, “L’autonomia,” is the more “interpolated,” as its standard impersonal tone
narrating events of the struggles is continuously intertwined with what appears to be
the usual external materials like flyers, newspaper articles, discourses, etc. (without any
swerve toward the narrator’s “voice”). Something similar happens in the ninth chapter,
“L’assemblea.” This title immediately helps us “locate” the nature of the discourse in

which we are invested: the different voices of a workers” public assembly are speaking.

124 “That is, whether they’d suspended comrades who’d taken part in the struggle or transferred them, that
kind of thing. And according to how the mood of the struggle in the different workshops was, according to
what information there was, we made a leaflet for the following day.” (209).
125 “That’s how the great battle can be explained, not because people were pissed off by the heat on July 3.”
(216).
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Therefore, we do not have the standard impersonal tone, but each stanza gives us what
seems to be a personal narrator, although we immediately understand that this one is
continuously changing, and we are not able to identify “our” narrator. The chapter
establishes a sort of crescendo that leads us toward the big event, already anticipated in
several occurrences: the riots of July 3 in Corso Traiano. The crescendo is effectively
interrupted in the last four stanzas, where the impersonal tone takes the stage again, to
introduce the climax, briefly narrating the events of the last two days as if in a classic
countdown.

If we think of the organization of these chapters from the perspective of the
catharsis as defined by Lukacs, we can recognize at least two circumstances in which our
experience as readers undergoes a process of erasure, in which the standpoint of the
personal point of view goes through a “radical depersonalization” while we are still
within it. As we have seen, the first occasion is the beginning of the sixth chapter, when
we suddenly recognize that something has changed in the voice of the narrator, and,
with the progression of the stanzas, we “feel” that we have lost him. Then comes the end
of the chapter, where the certainty of such a “loss” is manifested in the external vision
presented to us of that same character outside of whose perspective we have somehow
slipped. At the specific points in which we have this impression, in this and in the

following chapter, but especially in the feeling of uncertainty that the movements back
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and forth manage to provoke, we can possibly experience that of loss of the self, from
which it is possible to recognize the experience of the catharsis according to Lukacs. Of
course, this impression gets largely lost in chapters eight and nine, when the montage of
real materials makes the effect shift toward that other kind of Brechtian, intellectual
catharsis (the term is probably inappropriate, or anyway unnecessary in this case), as
Lukacs called it."? This cannot be a surprise, since Balestrini had expressed the clear
intention to create a work transmitting immediate “communicative” propaganda
content able to be effective in the political struggle. On this point, it is also meaningful
that the original edition of the book, as noted by Loreto (164), used complete
punctuation, as if trying to appear less “avant-garde” or more readable for “common”
readers. This is, again, in line with what he affirmed in the previously quoted article
from’69: “Fatta dalle masse e per le masse, una nuova arte rivoluzionaria” (Balestrini,
Quindici 411).1” We can see now that this conception of revolutionary art, especially if in
reference to an object defined as a novel, did not correspond to any precise formal idea,
and was only pointing, instead, to the ideological figure usually defined (by Balestrini
himself and unanimously by the critic!?®) as “epic,” which really only points to a myth of

immediate contact among souls, thought that transforms itself into action, theory

126 See the second section of this chapter and the analysis of Tristano.
127 “Made by the masses and for the masses, a new revolutionary art.”
128 See note 71.
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transforming into praxis, and so on. If we try now to position Vogliamo tutto in a

hypothetic semiotic square comprising the novelistic forms that we have tried to sketch

in this chapter following Lukacs (along many decades), we may have the following

result:

High culture, bourgeois literature

Experimental, Avant-garde
novel.

Forms of the non-tragic novel
described by Lukacs in the
essays on the Romance.
Absence of “God” (revealed
as materialized absence of the
Ideal: “absence of work™).
Human “operations” as
opposed to destiny (and at the
formal level, montage, etc.)
Tristano.

“Bourgeois” (i.e., in this
context, non-experimental)
novel. Novelistic forms
described by Lukacs in
Theory of the Novel
Absence of God as nostalgic
ideal — Sehnsucht, demonic
element.

Tragic form (1911).

Lukécs’ “great literature,”
presence of the cathartic
element (also ideologically
defined, in early writings, as
“epic.” For example in the
case of Dostoevsky).
Vogliamo tutto?

Mainstream, “trivial”
literature

Utopic possibility of being beyond the distinction between high and low culture
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What Balestrini had in mind for his “epic” novel was indeed probably something
positioned on the lower side of the square, that is, a work “made for the masses” yet
somehow endowed with a certain artistic value, since its political effectiveness would
position it above trivial, consumerist literature. However, this unclear conception is
denied by his own words, as he affirms, in a dialogue with Sanguineti already quoted,
that “[proletarian art] deve assumere caratteristiche che alla nostra tradizione e al nostro
gusto artistico ed elitario sembrano di rozzezza e di semplificazione, oppure di piatta
celebrazione.”'? The contemptuous word choice betrays the consciousness that political
effectiveness cannot be achieved by simply using means of mass communication,
“trivial” literature, in the service of left wing propaganda (in this sense, his later decision
to eliminate all punctuation except periods from Vogliamo tutto could be considered a
sort of retraction).

If we refer this reflection to the analysis of Vogliamo tutto, we see clearly that this
contradictory attitude, this unclear conception of political effectiveness, provokes one of
the most evident features of this novel: while the highest “persuasive” force it possesses

is channeled through the cathartic effect deriving from the experience of the loss of the

129 “ A proletarian art, unlike bourgeois art, unlike, also, critical realism, must speak to all social classes: by
each must be understood, must serve each of them; thus, it needs to get features that may seem, to our
tradition and to our artistic and elitist taste, crude and simplistic, or even made of dull flattery.”
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narrator (which we must not see only as limited to certain points, but as an inextricable
effect prepared by the entire progression of the book), the “intellectual” didactic content
developed through the montage of propagandistic materials in chapters eight and nine
clearly would not “suffice,” would not be able to capture the reader in a persuasive
experience (hypothetically, of course — we must not forget the conditions linked to the
“reception”), if it were not traversed by the narrative drive, constantly trying to
reconnect it to the lost object of desire.

We can clearly see here the contradictory nature of the double possibility of the
“collective dimension” to which this novel hints. On the one hand we have the collective
experience almost imposed on the reader, at the level of the content, through the
dissolution of the protagonist’s voice inside the propaganda materials, the voices of the
assembly, etc. On the other hand, the access to a communal state of being produced at
the “zero degree” of subjectivity could be seen as a way to resolve the paradox posed by
Tronti, when he wrote that the internal split affecting the worker, between alienated
work and living work, could be overcome only in the collective dimension. In this
context, it would coincide with the fading of the self, when the position to which the
reader is empathically connected dissolves, leaving behind a frustrated, always

resurgent desire for signification. This is also one of the possible ways to understand the
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Gattungswesen, the being communal as the universal point of view of absolute
deprivation, as Jameson suggests about Lukacs’ catharsis.

A sort of “reconciliation” of the two elements can probably be hypothesized in
the final (tenth) chapter, “L’insurrezione.” Here the author tries to recompose a sort of
balance between the collective and personal elements: the impersonal, descriptive tone
does not come back, and the montage of disparate materials is equally absent. The
narrating voice is the one of the narrator, the same we have followed throughout the
tirst half of the book. Nevertheless, most of the stanzas are narrated in the first person
plural, a collective “we” in which the narrator seems to be almost dialectically dissolved,
a collectivity in which he is not completely “lost,” as it happened in the previous
chapters, but where it is rather possible to find him as ascended to a communal
experience. However, the first-person singular is present in 14 stanzas (out of 44), which
allows the continuation of a mechanism similar to the effect of oscillation in and out the
narrating voice that had previously happened, as we have seen. However, exactly
because of the presence of a dialectically resolved collective entity, a community that
perfectly coincides with the narrator (the comrades), the text seems to work differently,
and the narrative drive is not constantly frustrated: on the contrary, it is simply
absorbed by the flow of the action, the rioting going on all night long, until a very

literary dawn comes to put an end to the struggle.
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Apparently, there is no failure here, no “strange and melancholy paradox,” when
“the moment of failure is the moment of value; the comprehending and experiencing of
life’s refusals is the source from which the fullness of life seems to flow.” Or maybe we
just need to reconsider this novel in its historical context, and not as an isolated aesthetic
object. If the personal identity of the narrator can be even joyously given up in the flow
of a story that ends by proposing an image of liberation and an imagined “lived
experience” of communal life (“un ideale che occorre far vivere giorno per giorno,
conquistare ora per ora nelle lotte”), it is this very image, this obscene object the novel
showed in its absence (the refusal of work, a non-alienated life), that coincides, now,
with what life has refused. This is not, however, a personal response to a collective need,

but again, a collective response (the only possible response) to a personal need.

327



Epilogue.

The Obscene Community: Pier Vittorio Tondelli’s writing
and the experience of °’77

Introduction

As already suggested at the beginning of this work, the idea that sharing our
experiences with others should be the essence of communal life has always worked
against a proper understanding of the meaning of community. Beyond the trivial
dimension of everydayness, those who participate in any form of co-existence need to be
exposed to what Jean-Luc Nancy, following Georges Bataille, as we have seen, defined
as the ecstatic position of the impersonal. This is nothing more than an eye observing
others, imprisoned in a proximity that necessitates empathic participation, but which
also reveals the impossibility of sharing the most fundamental experiences in human life,
like suffering, desire, and death. Such an ecstatic opening into communal life also seems
to be essential for the narrative function, especially in its implicit tendency toward
indiscretion and obscenity.

Starting with an investigation of the concept of obscenity, I will analyze, in this
epilogue, the first work of Pier Vittorio Tondelli, Altri libertini (1980), which was the
target of censorship immediately after its release. What the state authority read as an

offensive and dangerous element for public morality, I propose to read as the inscription
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of an experience belonging to the collective forms of life developed inside the so-called
"77 Movement, which had one of its epicenters in Bologna, where Tondelli was based.
Altri libertini, which the author defined as “a novel in episodes,” bears witness to the life
of the movement both at the thematic and at the formal level. If the “refusal of work,”
that in the previous chapter had emerged as a key concept for the activism of the
Autonomy, seems to be the cornerstone around which the book’s characters weave their
stories, the stylistic nature of Tondelli’s writing can be defined, I argue, as a constant
attempt to create a form of proximity with the reader, replicating the ecstatic,
impersonal form of participation that Nancy saw as the essence of community. I define
this peculiar style as “adolescent” to stress its opposition both to the Bildungsroman
paradigm, with its exemplary journey toward maturity,! and to the “infantile” style of
Gianni Celati, which has usually been read as strongly connected with the “collective
intensity” of the '77 Movement. I close my analysis, and this work, on the figure of the
“separate room,” where stylistic and thematic features of Tondelli’s narrative seem to
converge in a space that is essential for the existence of storytelling itself — besieged by

the external world, dominated by the rule of the adults.

! Accurately analyzed by Franco Moretti in Il romanzo di formazione, 1986.
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1 Obscenity and the “third eye”

The presence of otherness, visible in the title of Tondelli’s first work Altri libertini,
can be read in connection with the theories of Michail Bakhtin, which were “in the air’ in
Bologna at the end of the seventies. Tondelli, in fact, explicitly identifies Bakhtin as one
of his theoretical models, going so far as to thank him in the book’s “final credits” and
even mentioning his name in later reflections and interviews: “In parte diciamo che il
polifonismo e anche quando ogni personaggio e ogni azione minima all'interno del
romanzo ha una sua autonomia, per cui interagire con gli altri punti del racconto, ma
appunto conservando una sua piena autonomia.”? It is perhaps possible to better
understand this conception of autonomy, which he places here in connection with the
polyphony of Bakhtin, by relating it to another aspect of Altri libertini: namely, its
obscenity, which was highlighted by an attempt to ban the book immediately after its
release.

In an essay published in 2002, Enrico Palandri recounts an anecdote describing
his decision to not read an excerpt from Postoristoro (opening episode of Altri libertini)

that he had initially chosen for his paper at a conference® dedicated to Tondelli for the

2 Excerpt from an interview to “Lotta continua,” March 13, 1980. Cited in the Critical Notes (Note ai testi)
postponed to Altri libertini in the Complete Works edition: (Tondelli 2000, 1123). “Let’s say that polyphony
partly happens when every character and every minimal action within the novel have their own autonomy,
through which they can interact with the other points in the story, while in fact preserving their full
autonomy.” (Here, and where not otherwise specified, translations are mine).

3 The conference Ricercare, held in October 2002.
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twentieth anniversary of his death: “Non potendo leggere Postoristoro e non volendo
scatenare un conflitto con la famiglia, il cui dolore comprendo e rispetto...” (Palandri
2002, 67-69).4 It is known that Tondelli, shortly before his passing, had made some
corrections to that same text to eliminate the blasphemies (“diceva che non servivano,
che non era giusto” (Panzeri 2000, 1135)°), thus justifying, in a sense, L’Aquila’s district
attorney Donato Massimo Bartolomei, who had tried to block the book’s release in order
to safeguard “the deities of Christianity” (the almost pagan plural is here to be noted),
and to protect the reader from being “violentemente stimolato verso la depravazione
sessuale e il disprezzo della religione Cattolica” (quoted in Tondelli 2000, 1114).¢ Even
though the acquittal ratified the absence of such “stimulation toward sexual depravity,”
it is worth noting that the bigoted general attorney had been partially correct in
mentioning the violence of a “stimulus” for the reader.

Often censorship at least has the benefit of illuminating problems pertaining to
the theory of reception. In a text from 1984, Tondelli seems to recognize the importance

of the issue by returning to the attempt to censor his work and reflecting on the concept

of obscenity, of which he identifies two possible meanings. The first one is positive and

4 “ could not read Postoristoro, since I did not want to trigger a conflict with his [Tondelli’s] family, whose
pain I understand and respect.” And he further explains: “La mia scelta originaria era stata proprio
Postoristoro, ma era giunto un veto ... lo strano divieto a Postoristoro, non so bene se giunto dalla famiglia di
Pier Vittorio o da chi altro tra gli organizzatori, mi lasciava perplesso.” (“My original choice had been
Postoristoro, but a veto had come ... this odd prohibition to Postoristoro — I do not know exactly from whom it
had come, whether from the family or from one of the organizers — it left me perplexed”).

5 “He said they were unnecessary, that it wasn’t right.”

¢ “Violently stimulated toward sexual depravity and contempt of the Catholic religion.”

331



concerns obscenity intended as that which is kept outside of the theatrical scene (Tondelli
refers here to a popular, imaginary etymology of the term, that links it to Greek
tragedy): in this case, it would entail those unsettling and unacceptable realities in
ordinary experience, which art forces us to face. Only superficially similar to this would
be the second kind of obscenity, the trivial and voyeuristic: “esiste anche un lato nero o
tenebroso del concetto di oscenita: € quello del disvelamento fine a se stesso, del
commercio del disvelamento. ... Voglio dire che ritengo osceno fare di un fatto privato
un’occasione pubblica reificata” (Tondelli 2000, 1117).” As it will be the case later on for
the blasphemies defined as “unnecessary,” the problematic nature of the definition of
obscenity as “an end in itself” or “for its own sake” in this context seems to prefigure the
censorious perspective that the author will end up embracing (well before his final
“conversion,” in fact, given the annoyance he expressed over the years toward his first
narrative works). Indeed, the criterion of “utility for the sake of the plot” has always
been one of the favorite clichés of the censorial discourse, for example when
complaining that explicit content is unnecessary for the development of plot. In any
case, the author closes his reflection with a sort of summary definition that seems to
disprove, implicitly, the distinction between a “good” and a “bad” obscenity:

L’oscenita e il terzo occhio. L’oscenita e la presenza di un occhio che non c’entra
nulla con il contesto, un Occhio scaraventato i senza preparazione, forse senza

7 “a dark or gloomy side of the concept of obscenity also exists: it is that of unveiling for its own sake, of
unveiling as a commerce. ... | mean that I consider it obscene to transform a private fact into a reified public
occasion.”
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sentimento, un occhio malevolmente curioso, un occhio cinico e non umano.
Ogniqualvolta ci si sente a disagio poiché ci si rende conto di essere questo terzo
Occhio ecco 1i ¢’e oscenita, li c’e I'impresentabile per noi che si e fatto
presentabile. E per questo che I'oscenita ¢ strettamente legata al voyeurismo piti
sfrenato. E per questo che oggi come oggi ’0scenita non ha piti forse a che
vedere con gli atti linguistici e non riguardanti la sfera sessuale dell'uomo, ma
piuttosto con la morte che forse € I'unico tabu rimastoci.? (Tondelli 2000, 1117)

Especially with regard to Altri libertini, it would be difficult to miss how the
presence of a third eye is one of the main aspects of the narrative function: an eye that
refers to an “otherness” that is present in places and at times where it should not be
allowed to be, and is there to observe a certain “atrocity” of the private dimension, often
something that could be properly considered as useless for the sake of the plot. True, the
author characterizes the third Eye as “maliciously curious ... cynical ... non-human,”
which would seem to exclude the empathic participation in the stories, that is instead
evident throughout the book. The question arises, however, whether malevolent curiosity
is not an unavoidable part of the process of approaching the narrative matter, without
which there would be no shock, no emotional impact. Building on this, one could also
ask whether cynicism is not a figure of the unbridgeable distance of the “literary

position.” Finally, does not the “non-human” character of the third eye precisely refer to

8 “Obscenity is the third eye. Obscenity is the presence of an eye that has nothing to do with the context, an
Eye thrown there without preparation, perhaps without any feeling, a maliciously curious eye, a cynical and
non-human eye. Whenever one feels uncomfortable because one realizes to be this third Eye, then you have
obscenity: there you have what is unpresentable for us, which has made itself presentable. This is why today
obscenity is closely linked to the most unbridled voyeurism. This is why today obscenity no longer has
anything to do with acts concerning the sexual sphere of man, whether they are linguistic or not, but rather
with death, which is perhaps our only remaining taboo.”
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the paradoxical artificiality of the “transparence” of storytelling, which allows the eye of
the reader to be where it could not — humanly —be? Yet the issue here is not about
morality, nor about the ethics of literature (another typical issue concerning censorship).
Rather, it is a matter of highlighting how Tondelli’s early narratives take partin a
historical experience rooted in the seventies, the so-called Movement, which in turn was
impossible to understand outside the context of workers” Autonomy that arose during
that same decade. For this movement, the issue of living in common, of the proximity
that overflows in the “obscene,” assumes an evident centrality (in a gnoseological
perspective too). Of course, one must note that the author always insisted on his
separation from politics and stressed how his “work” was not to be read as “belonging”

to the Movement.

2. Communal experience and narrative function

“La communauté est ce qui a lieu toujours par autrui et pour autrui” (Nancy
1986, 42).° Jean-Luc Nancy wrote these words in 1983, a year before Tondelli’s definition
of obscenity, in an attempt to explore the meaning of “being in common” — beyond any
form of “realized” communism and before the supposed victory of individualism (a

distinction for which the 80s certainly assume a symbolic value) — as a historical

? “Community is what takes place always through others and for others” (Nancy 1990, 15).
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possibility of the social being that cannot be erased. In the same year Lucio Castellano,
Toni Negri, Paolo Virno, and other veterans of the Autonomy of the 70s, from the prison
of Rebibbia, tried to define the political project of Autonomy (and, against this
background, of the '77 Movement), as a break with the classic revolutionary paradigm of
the takeover of state power and of the means of production.!® It was rather the case,
according to them, of a construction of spaces of autonomy in everyday life that arose
from a struggle of confrontation with the dominant power: “The key to this new outlook
was the affirmation of the movement itself as an alternative society, with its own
richness of communication, its own free productive capacities, its own forms of life”
(Castellano et al. 1996, 229). Of course, given the heterogeneous nature of the
experiences linked to autonomy, any attempt to understand these forms of life always
risks becoming the exegesis of the texts that have tried to define them over the years. Yet
there are two elements that we could take as points of departure for interpretation. The
tirst is the concept of “refusal of work,” the core around which these experiences

develop, especially when the "77 Movement imposes an acceleration. This is also due to

10 “La questione ‘socialista’ dell’occupazione dello Stato, della “presa del potere’ proletario in realta non si
pone neppure: perché il nuovo potere che emerge non si da una rappresentazione statuale, non e delegabile,
non é separabile da quelli che lo esercitano, non e politico ma ‘produttivo,” ‘estingue’ lo Stato” (Castellano
2007, 17). “The “socialist’ question of the occupation of the State, of the ‘takeover of power’ in reality does
not even arise: because the new power that emerges does not present itself as a state, cannot be delegated,
cannot be separated from those who exercise it, it is not political but “productive,” it rather ‘extinguishes’ the
State.”
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the new centrality assumed by feminist politics!! and to the first organizations of
homosexuals — in which the private dimension gains an explosive political relevance.
The second key element could be defined as an unthought-of dimension of living in
common, inevitable when the movement itself tries to become an autonomous space of
daily existence as opposed to the dominant sociality of capitalism. This dimension may
be characterized as the alterity of the “third eye,” inscribed, as we have seen, in the
obscene gaze. Nancy seems to imply it by denying that the being-in-common may
belong to the subject’s experience as the immediacy of the living together, or of the
“being-with,” to use the Heideggerian expression (Mitsein) he quotes: “Community is
what takes place always through others and for others” (Nancy 1990, 15). In other
words, the experience of community denies the “presence” of the subject, so that it is not
possible, properly speaking, to share it; it is rather something to which one only can be in
a certain proximity. This is why in a certain sense we can only be “third parties” with
respect to community, which represents what is always already present in the image of
at least two other human beings (the minimum unit of community minus the third that

makes it possible). What Nancy describes is nothing but the most banal and widespread

11 “I’elemento pilt dirompente & sicuramente quello del corpo. Cio che sconvolge la stampa, ed entra
nell'immaginario, € I'irruzione del corpo femminile guardato con occhio di donna ... e questo I'elemento che
scardina gli assetti di conoscenza e di percezione, & questo che diventa politico. Eun corpo che rivendica,
alla politica e al pubblico, la storia di oppressone millenaria delle donne.” Elettra Deiana's intervention, in
Colotti et al. 2004, 221. “The most disruptive element is definitely that of the body. What upsets the press,
and enters the imaginary, is the irruption of the female body watched with a woman's eye ... this is the
element that undermines the structures of knowledge and perception, this is what becomes political. It is a
body that claims, to politics and to the public, the story of a thousand-year-old oppression of women.”
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experience of life in common, namely the fact that being part of a group means first of all
being an eye that observes others, assisting with indispensable cynicism, with
unavoidable curiosity, the aspects of the private dimension that are not “necessary” or
appropriate for sharing, according to the rules of logic or decorum. It makes no sense to
think of community as “what we do” in common: in this case, it would simply be the
trivial interaction between subjects. The communal dimension is revealed only with the
position of the “third,” only when the foreign “Eye,” no longer subjective as a result of
being reduced to the impersonal condition of the “anyone,” scrutinizes the obscene
emergence of everyday life. Not by chance, Nancy, interpreting Bataille, defines the
experience of community through two moments irreducible to unity, yet not separable:
community in the immediate sense of an interaction and ecstasy. The latter, as a
“position” in the community that reveals the impersonal, is characterized as an
interruption: “La communauté est faite de I'interruption des singularités, ou du suspens
que sont les étres singuliers” (Nancy 1986, 79).12 In other words, it is not possible to think
of the communal experience without the empty position of the impersonal, the one that
must be occupied from time to time by the singularity exposed to the being-together,
and to which the latter offers itself. To ensure that this duality makes sense and endures,

it is necessary for the forms of the community exposed to ecstasy, and to which ecstasy

12 “Community is made of the interruption of singularities, or of the suspension that singular beings are”
(Nancy 1990, 31)
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is exposed, to include those “extreme” yet ordinary experiences of daily life, which
cannot simply be shared (and that social life tends to hide), like pain, illness, psychic
suffering, and of course death, which becomes for Nancy the very core of the being in
common. Death is here intended as the dying of the other (or, better said, of the others,
since the experience that offers itself to ecstasy must always already be that of a
community), not as a reflection in which I can live my own death through the other, but
as a non-sharable experience belonging to another, at the end of which I can only linger
(the Verweilen next to death of which Hegel spoke in the Phenomenology): “je ne

me reconnais pas dans cette mort d’autrui — dont la limite m’expose pourtant sans
retour.” He continues, quoting Heidegger: “Nous ne faisons pas I'expérience au sens
authentique de la mort de I’autre. Mais nous sommes toujours tout au plus ‘aupres’”
(Nancy 1986, 82).1* The reference to death serves to clarify the ambiguity that
accompanies the idea of a “contact” with the “extreme experiences” of the others: that it
would be possible to share and live them. Similar to the death of the other, what is given
to us is not the possibility of sharing, but only the ecstatic being-there-alongside, the
staying close in that proximity, exactly like one is close to the dying other without
believing in the possibility of “sharing” anything. At this point, it becomes clear that

narrative itself, or rather, a certain narrative style, fits within the experience of

13 “T do not recognize myself in the death of the other — whose limit nonetheless exposes me irreversibly. ...
The dying of Others is not something that we experience in an authentic sense; at most we are always just
‘there- alongside’” (Nancy 1990, 33).
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community: or perhaps it is the only possible form of it, if we imagine narrative as an
experiential disposition beyond any particular work: “Et I'interruption révele que c’est
parce qu’il y a de la communauté qu’il y a de la littérature: la littérature inscrit 1’étre-en-
commun, I'étre pour autrui et par autrui” (Nancy 1986, 165). Indeed, the anomalous
position of the “third eye,” with its paradoxical “non-humanity,” coincides exactly with
the ecstasy that completes and fulfils the being in common as participation (and
acceptance) in the irreducibly un-shareable character of fundamental experiences. These
experiences, for their part, are not thinkable outside of the “thirdness,” since the
“duality” can only foster delusional “fusional ghosts,” exemplified by the ideological
figures that can be referred to as variants of the “death of lovers:” “Le suicide ou la mort
commune des amants est une des figures mythico-littéraires de cette logique de la

communion dans I'immanence” (Nancy 1986, 36).14

3. Adolescent style

If we try at this point to define the narrative style in which the experience of
community is inscribed, we are faced with something suspended between “community”
and “ecstasy,” which “requires participation and at the same time refuses it” (it will
soon become clear how we can understand these words by Furio Jesi). We must,

therefore, reflect on another quality that has always been associated with Altri libertini,

14 “The joint suicide or death of lovers is one of the mythic-literary figures of this logic of communion in
immanence” (Nancy 1990, 12).
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that it is a generational'® text: that is, a text able to grasp the essence of a social group
characterized by a certain “age” in a given historical moment and in a certain
geographical context. At the same time, the term recalls the process of how this group
comes to complete its formation (the process of its “being generated”), to reach a certain
identity and, above all, to emerge out of it, thus reaching the long-desired state of
adulthood. Generational narratives often follow a youth who is on his/her own path
towards maturity. It is possible to find stories about already mature generations, but
they tend to focus on the path that was taken to maturity, in order to highlight an
imperfection in the process. Just as other works such as Palandri’s Boccalone (1979) or
Pazienza’s Pentothal (1977-1981) became representative of a certain milieu in the late
seventies, Altri libertini is also the story of a “state of youth” characterized as degenerate:
which means that a youth is perceived as unable to complete the process of
development that should lead to the fullness of adulthood. A degenerate generational
narrative is a suspended narrative condemned to remain caught between a state of lost
innocence and an impossible accomplishment, which, moreover, the young
“degenerate” does not want to reach. This is likely one of the main reasons for the
anxiety that led Tondelli to repeatedly distance himself from his first works: he claimed

to have overcome it and reached a position of authorial maturity, but he evidently

15 Two months after the release of the book, in March 1980, Natalia Aspesi writes on Repubblica: “The book
already has the somewhat emphatic label of ‘generational portrait,” his own, the one that went through the
’77” (quoted in Tondelli 2000, 1120).
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always felt burdened by it. It seems appropriate, then, to define this suspension between
the propulsive generation that tends to maturity (the Bildungsroman paradigm) and the
regressive countertrend of degeneration as “adolescent”: that is, as belonging to the
middle ground between childhood and adulthood that suspends growth and shuns any
progressive trajectory towards maturity, the universally accepted value of which is
denied by the adolescent.

Commenting on an early essay by Lukacs, Furio Jesi has tried to outline the
socio-existential state of adolescence, within the historically determined context of
bourgeois society, as an age without power, the opposites of which are maturity on the
one hand and childhood on the other (children have the right to exercise power over
their caregivers, since the perpetuation of the species depends on their survival).
According to Jesi, adolescence can be characterized as a “Stimmung,” a state of mind
over existence, in which time is not measured by the rhythm of duty and imposition of
one’s will, but rather by the habit that erases time and makes it immeasurable, an empty
time in which one seeks extreme proximity with others but also refuses it: “¢ chiedere
partecipazione e nello stesso tempo respingerla: mettersi al centro dell'attenzione, ma in
uno spazio chiuso da pareti trasparenti e impenetrabili che e destinato a rimanere

sempre, per gli altri, la camera di fianco” (Jesi 1976, 226).1¢ Even though Jesi’s reflection

16 “Jt means asking for participation and at the same time rejecting it: putting oneself at the center of
attention, but in a space closed by transparent and impenetrable walls that is destined to remain always, for
the others, the side room.”
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is primarily about the expressionist atmosphere of the early twentieth century as found
in the cultural materials of the time, his highlighting of the contradictory impulse to
request and deny closeness can perhaps be better understood if framed by the definition
of community proposed by Nancy: that is to say, the indispensable obliquity — even in the
sense of being on an inclined plane — of the ecstatic position, which can participate in
community only thanks to its readiness to assume the position of the excluded third
party, of the “other” eye that can be there alongside only by renouncing the ghost of
immanence in sharing, and which precisely for this reason is always subject to the
temptation of the fusional fantasy (which Jesi identifies with the myth of “being
destroyed in the other”?’).

Though the existence of the adolescent does not exclude loneliness, it is not a
figure of isolation; it rather participates in the suspension of individuality that makes
community possible. At this point, we can begin to formulate the hypothesis of an
“adolescent style” as an inscription of the Movement’s communal experience in the
work of Tondelli, or perhaps as a revelation of the essentially “narrative” nature of the
communal tendency that emerges in some historical moments of crisis. First and
foremost, the adolescent style would be attracted to a certain type of theme, that of

“suspended” formation (the degenerated generational narrative), as a parody or

17 This is a fusional fantasy similar to the one identified by Nancy in “la mort commune des amants” (Nancy
1986, 36).
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inversion of the Bildungsroman. In the bourgeois environment this essentially means the
absence of work intended as a stable horizon for the life of the individual (work can only
appear in this context as precarious or dispensable), and this situation will entail,
accordingly, an absence of power that remains the prerogative of maturity, of the adult
world. For the generation that grew up during the economic boom, this is also a
condition shared by part of the urban proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie, in the range
of years from high school to university and beyond. As Pino Tripodi puts it: “Le scuole
superiori e soprattutto 'universita rendevano loro possibile di vivere una lunga vacanza
dall’obbligo di lavorare in modo duraturo. Per questa soggettivita, la scuola e
I'universita piti che un investimento sul futuro erano un’opportunita del presente”
(Tripodi 2007, 53).18 Not surprisingly, it is this juvenile state between school and
university that is narrated in the “generational” works of the time, from Tondelli to
Boccalone, to Porci con le ali (1976), to Pentothal, in addition to other films that had tried, a
few years before, to present themselves as generational narratives, like Cavani’s I
cannibali (1970) or Bertolucci’s Partner (1968). The core of these works, entirely belonging
to the theme of the absence of work and power, is evident if compared to that of other
narratives that the young authors of the time, especially Tondelli, considered sources of

inspiration, like Céline, Barroughs, as well as the Arbasino of the Anonimo Lombardo

18 “High schools and above all the university made it possible for them to enjoy a long vacation from the
obligation to work in a lasting way. For this subjectivity, school and university were an opportunity for the
present more than an investment for the future.”
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(1966), whose upper-class setting excludes work, but for completely different reasons. A
similar case could be considered in Caro Michele (1973) by Natalia Ginzburg, which, at
the beginning of the seventies, had tried to provide a generational portrait of the young
people who were experiencing a certain existential “radicalization” as the early seventies
approached. If the refusal of work (and therefore of power) provokes, at a thematic
level, the disappearance of the “Bildungsroman function” — that is, the impossibility of
completing the edifying trajectory to maturity — at the formal level, there emerges a
rhetorical strategy aimed at provoking a constant search for proximity with the reader.
In the case of Altri libertini, this effect is first enacted through the shift from singular to
plural, which does not refer to a defined group or a communal “we” in the immediate
sense, as was the case, as we have seen, of the attempt to create a collective class subject
in Vogliamo tutto (1971) by Balestrini. It is rather the case of an oscillation, evident in the
beginning of the first episode of the book, from an impersonal environmental
description without a defined subject to an equally undefined plural:

Sono giorni ormai che piove e fa freddo e la burrasca ghiacciata costringe le notti
ai tavoli del Posto Ristoro, luce sciatta e livida, neon ammulffiti, odore di ferrovia,
polvere gialla rossiccia che si deposita lenta sui vetri, sugli sgabelli e nell’aria di
svacco pubblico che respiriamo annoiat;, maledetto inverno, davvero maledette notti
alla stazione, chiacchiere e giochi di carte e il bicchiere colmo davanti, gli amici
scoppiati pensano si scioglie cosi dicembre, basta una bottiglia sempre piena,
finché dura il fumo.!9 (Tondelli 2000, 5)

19 “Days have passed since it began to rain and it’s cold and the icy storm forces the nights at the tables of
the Posto Ristoro, sloppy and livid light, moldy neon, railway smell, reddish yellow powder settling slowly
on the windows, on the stools and in the air of public slumping we breathe in boredom, cursed winter,
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Yet the “we” of “respiriamo annoiati”?’ immediately reenters the impersonal:
“Ora che gia di pomeriggio il piazzale della stazione e blu azzurrino con i fari degli
autobus che tagliano la nebbia e scaricano gli studenti s’arriva presto ... ma quando il
tempo e buono ... si va tardi”?' [my emphasis]. If, as Eugenio Santangelo suggests about
this passage, “La prima persona plurale dell'inclusione, dello sguardo interno
(“respiriamo”) ... indica una comunanza con la materia raffigurata-raffigurante e azzera
la “distanza estetica’”’?2 [my emphasis] (Santangelo 2013, 30), it is precisely the transition
from the impersonal to the “we” that produces an enveloping effect, which seems to
invite participation and then immediately rejects it by returning to the impersonal. This
invitation/refusal will become the stylistic code of the entire story, evident in continuous
movements of the narrative voice in and out of the voices of the characters in the mode
of free, indirect speech.

The other episodes, despite being all told in first-person, maintain this oscillation
between impersonal description and a not-yet-defined “I” in the opening lines: “sulla

terrazza del bowling una sera noiosa e ubriaca, bere martini uno dietro I’altro prima

really damn nights at the station, chatter and card games and the glass filled in front, the strung-out friends
think so December melts, a bottle always full suffices, as long as the smoke lasts.”

20 “We breathe in boredom.”

21 “Now that already in the afternoon the station square is pale blue with the headlights of the buses that cut
the fog and unload the students, one arrives there soon ... but when the weather is good ... one goes late” [my
empbhasis].

2 “The first-person plural of the inclusion, of the internal gaze (‘we breathe’) ... indicates a commonality
with the represented-representing matter and zeroes the “aesthetic distance.””
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vodka e poi gin, sentire le chiacchiere di un tizio sballato ... non gli basta di scaricare la
rabbia sui birilli, no, deve pure rompere le palle. Guardo dalla vetrata di cristallo la citta
stretta nella notte” (Tondelli 2000, 97).2 Another example can be found here: “E verra
ormai il Natale, anche quest’anno, gia da tempo fervono i preparativi per la settimana
sulle Dolomiti, a casa dell’Annacarla ... si deve chiudere con la vecchia
amministrazione, pagare il canone e il bollo ... nemmeno il tempo di bersi un cioccolato
da Zanarini ... bisogna soltanto aspettare il Natale che almeno per un po’ ce ne andremo
via. Ci troviamo ogni sera al bar dell’Emily Sporting Club” [my emphasis] (Tondelli 2000,
107-8).2 The positional mobility of the opening lines can be understood only by
reflecting on the narrative modality on which the first-person narrative voice is founded.
These episodes feature the mimesis of “totalizing” orality in which everything seems
engulfed by the spoken word, and what remains of direct speech is completely absorbed
the indirect speech to such an extent that quotation marks become irrelevant: “e dico
‘scusami Dilo non volevo ..." e lui si siede accanto ... e dice sottovoce hai fatto bene,

perché queste cose ...” (Tondelli 2000, 79).2> Moreover, the recipient of this totalizing

2 “On the bowling terrace a boring and drunken evening, drinking martinis one after the other first with
vodka then with gin, hearing the chatter of a busted dude ... not enough for him to dump the anger on the
pins, no, he must also bust the balls. I look out of the glass window at the city gripped in the night.”

24 “And Christmas will come, even this year. Preparations for the week in the Dolomites have been
underway for a long time, at Annacarla’s house ... you must close with the old administration, pay the fee
and the stamp ... not even the time to drink a chocolate at Zanarini ... one just has to wait for Christmas: at
least for a while we’ll leave. We meet every evening at the bar of the Emily Sporting Club” [my emphasis].

25 “And I say ‘I'm sorry Dilo I didn't want to ..." and he sits down next to me ... and says softly you did well,
because these things ...”
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speech is continually called to a proximity of contact through several narrative devices,
like the use of direct apostrophes?® and the ubiquitous expressions that exceed the
mimesis of the narrated situation to assume a phatic function of “contact,” as in the case
of the famous blasphemies and the “thirty-two “fuck’” noted in the censorship report. A
similar role is also played by exclamations, quotes from popular songs, or
onomatopoeias.” In other cases, the narrator’s speech produces the same effect in a less
conventional way, by creating word compounds that hint at a common knowledge of a
certain environment, or of certain situations, and which are produced through the fusion
of words that function as a sort of substitution for quotation marks: “grancasino”
(bigmess) (65), “prezzibassi” (lowprices), “storianostra” (ourstory) (101), “cheffarai”
(whatyougonnado) (131), “menastorie” (killjoy) (132), “occhiocaldo” (warmeye) (140),
etc.?

Of course, this continuous search for proximity with the reader, which is
nevertheless abandoned time and again to meet the demands of “realism,” corresponds,
on a thematic level, to the equally intense rush towards the totalizing emotional/sexual

contact, which is promptly doomed to withdraw and dissolve after the confirmation of

26 “What do you think?” (102), “readers, my friends, I am going to do the killjoy (menastorie)” (132), “and
you must know” (135), etc.

27 “Boheme, boheme all the time, what a pain in the ass” (66), “and then in our belly, uhuu ... and so it is all
so great, really, no problem no cry” (99), “with the lungs already destroyed and tarred by the slag, grrrrr
(100).”

28 A similar function is bestowed on capitalized expressions like “Gran Trojajo” (Big Mess) (131).
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the impossibility of a real “fusion” beyond the dark (and simplistic) impulse to “destroy
oneself in somebody,” whose temptation Tondelli never abandons, especially in his
mature novels Rimini and Camere separate.

If we try at this point to reflect on the starting hypothesis of this brief stylistic
analysis, we realize that the “stimulus” (so feared by the censor) that the reader receives
from the text, is not “erotic” in any simple sense; it rather provokes the experience
inscribed in the two inseparable moments of community and ecstasy, where the
Movement, the “collective intensity” that was so heavily discussed at the time, writes
itself out directly as an impersonal force that overcomes the glory of authorship (later so
jealously defended by Tondelli). This “force” does not impose itself as an assertive
subjectivity, but rather as the minimal humility of the Marxian “species-being”
(Gattungswesen), merging the individual matter and emerging in the ecstasy of a
“contact” that never means sharing, but simply being-there, being-close, powerless,
empathetic, but without the pretension to understand. Until it disappears again in the
communal action of the subjects, in the narrative matter doomed to retell the same
stories, varied only in seasons, places, and ages (think about the progression of
birthdays in the episode Viaggio), different encounters along the almost straight line (and
yet circular) from the Emilia to the North Sea: “all without a single turn, you enter the

highway in Carpi and exit up there” (134).
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It is important to clarify why I have hitherto abstained from mentioning Gianni
Celati, a professor in Bologna in the seventies whose reflections on the carnivalesque, in
the wake of Bakhtin, as well as his “infantile” narrative style, have been long (and
rightly) considered a central reference for Tondelli’s early work.?’ Yet, without denying
the importance of Celati’s influence, not just on Tondelli but on all the writers based in
Bologna at that time, including Palandri and Pazienza, it is necessary to note how the
rhetorical landscape drawn by his narratives of the seventies functions in a substantially
different way from the “adolescent” style that I have used to define the writing of Altri
libertini. If we take as an example Celati’s La banda dei sospiri (1976), which bears the
subtitle “childhood novel,” we can easily see how the rhetorical mechanism Celati uses
is based on a Shklovskian poetics, that is, a sort of “estrangement effect,” where the
“estranged” point of view, in the sense of being removed from the “automatic”
recognition of those who are absorbed in the adult world, presents an aberrant vision
that is able to highlight the absurdity of social relations universally accepted as
“normal.” This is not only true for children, but also for mad characters (like in Comiche
(1971) or Le avventure di Guizzardi (1972)), and of those who seem to be immersed in a
state of permanent childhood (like in Lunario del paradiso). In other words, Celati’s

narrative functions rhetorically as the imposition of an unconventional point of view on

2 Celati’s Lunario del paradiso (1978) is mentioned in Altri libertini’s “final credits,” and the wanderings of the
young protagonist in Germany certainly belong to the same collective “flow” that drags Tondellian
characters around Europe.
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the reader, thus unleashing a cognitive force able to politically influence her worldview.
Nothing could be more different from the mechanism at work in adolescent writing,
even if a certain “infantilism” of speech is also a constant presence in that context.
“Adolescent writing” does not try to impose a certain point of view on the reader, but
rather to absorb her into a certain proximity, within an experience of community that
belonged to the particular form of Autonomy produced by the Movement of the late

seventies.

4. The obscene object of community

Before concluding, it is necessary to return to the subject of censorship. Although
the “stimulation toward sexual depravity” denounced by the district attorney has
proven to be a rhetorical construct at work in the formal configuration of the stories, as
the inscription of a certain experience of life in common, it remains to be seen what was,
at the thematic level, the obscene object that the censor sees without really seeing it, but
whose presence we cannot doubt. It cannot simply be the representation of sex:
therefore, we can consider identifying it with the element that we have already seen
placed at the center of the “forms of life” invented by the Autonomy, an element that
has also emerged as central to the subject matter of the adolescent novel, that is, the
refusal of work. I do not intend to explore the complexity of this concept, which includes

all the forms of resistance to the slavery of wage labor that were active at the time. Yet it
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is important to remember that it does not involve only a passive resistance, as the term
“refusal” seems to imply, but rather refers to a series of active social practices, which can
be broadly understood as the capacity to enhance the surplus of social existence that
exceeds wage labor. This “refusal of work” entails not only the valorization of the excess
(even though excess in itself is an obvious manifestation of it, especially in Tondelli and
in Pazienza), but also and, above all, an excess of value with respect to the quantum of

activity that capital manages to absorb, transforming it into exchange value.*®

In the last installment of Homo sacer, L'uso dei corpi, Giorgio Agamben argues that
slavery might be seen as the original form of private property, from which all historical,
social forms of individual acts of appropriation would derive. According to this
hypothesis, at the origin of society there would be a state in which human beings would
carry out the work of mediation between themselves and nature through a spontaneous
and reciprocal relationship amongst themselves, and this mutual activity would
distinguish humanity from the animal kingdom:

Si puo chiedere ... se mediare la propria relazione con la natura attraverso la
relazione con un altro uomo non sia fin dall’inizio proprio dell’'umano e se la
schiaviti non contenga una memoria di questa originale operazione
antropogenetica. La perversione comincia soltanto quando la relazione reciproca

30 “E come dire che la sintesi produttiva e politica che il rapporto di capitale offre appare povera a fronte
della ricchezza crescente del tessuto sociale che si costituisce attorno alle lotte” (Castellano 2007, 16). “It is
like saying that the productive and political synthesis that the capital-relation offers appears poor in the face
of the growing wealth of the social fabric that is formed around the struggles.” “Il rifiuto del lavoro e la
pratica sociale con la quale il proletariato si nega come merce” (Tripodi 2007, 52). “The refusal of work is the
social practice through which the proletariat denies itself as a commodity.”
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d’uso viene appropriata e reificata in termini giuridici attraverso la costituzione
della schiavitu come istituzione sociale. (Agamben 2014b, 36)3

Humans would then be those beings who constituted themselves in a mutual
mediation towards nature, before any “private property,” which at this point appears as
a fully historical, accidental construct, the result of an “original appropriation” that
would have begun precisely with domination over other human beings rather than
things (hence the political significance of this hypothesis, beyond any anthropological
demonstrability): “E cio che appare a noi moderni cosi scandaloso — cioe il diritto di
proprieta sulle persone — potrebbe essere anzi la forma originaria della proprieta, la
cattura (I'ex-ceptio) dell'uso dei corpi nel diritto” (Agamben 2014b, 62).52

In light of this hypothesis, it is evident that the “refusal of work” that emerged in
the Autonomy of the seventies was, beyond any project to take over state power or the
means of production, an inversion of the anthropological mechanism on which capitalist
society is founded. In other words, those forms of life (not by chance the term “form-of-
life” will become the core of Agamben’s philosophical project) signaled an inversion of

the appropriation of the labor of mediation between human beings and nature. This

31 “One can ask ... whether mediating one’s own relation with nature through the relation with another
human being is not from the very beginning what is properly human and whether slavery does not contain
a memory of this original anthropogenetic operation. The perversion begins only when the reciprocal
relation of use is appropriated and reified in juridical terms through the constitution of slavery as a social
institution” (Agamben 2016, 14).

32 “And what seems so scandalous to us moderns—namely, property rights over persons—could in fact be
the originary form of property, the capture (the ex-ceptio) of the use of bodies in the juridical order”
(Agamben 2016, 36).
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could happen precisely through the refusal of work, which was a decisive move away
from wage labor towards an unprecedented valorization of collective care. “Collective
care” denotes all forms of mutual care, for which the “collective” (intended as a group of
activists) is an example at the same time too small — inasmuch as it almost always
aspires towards fusion with the whole Movement — and too extensive — inasmuch as the
experiences of sharing in small groups became more important: “cohabitations,” squats,
and the other manifold possibilities of caring for each other (of which we can find a
trace, in the literary field, in Balestrini’s Gli invisibili (1987), but also in Natalia
Ginzburg’s Caro Michele). This is the obscene object of community, the unnamable,

glimpsed by the sharp eye of the censor.

5. The separate room

The refusal of work as a historical, concrete alternative, put into practice by
millions of people throughout Europe in those years, represents an alternative, no
matter how doomed to failure — besieged as it was by its context — to private property
understood in its original form. In the narratives of Altri libertini we see this alternative
emerge, in particular, in a very precise image, which we find, in different forms, in all
episodes (and that Tondelli will almost seem to embalm in the title of his last work, after

having voluntarily lost it, perhaps in exchange for the status of “author”), that is, the
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“separate room.” This is the adolescent space par excellence, already identified by Jesi,?
that in Altri libertini obsessively returns, but as a place of mutual care,* of the reciprocal
and endless “listening to each other,” even if perpetually exposed to that typical
temptation of adolescence to “destroy oneself in somebody.” However, in the seventies,
this temptation is experienced as an object of mockery, worthy of sinking into “low,”
Rabelaisian® affection: “casa mia divenuta tante volte ospedaletto, sul mio lettuccio
Chiara che guardava I'aquilone del soffitto e ruttava invece che parlare. ... E poi Maria
Giulia, sempre in cameretta mia con su il contagio, si contava i riccioli e boccheggiava”
(132).% This is also the room in which the derelict narrator of Viaggio finally takes care of
his friend Gigi, destroyed by heroin: “E sbiancato, s’ fatto livido, ho avuto paura, sono
dovuto correre al CIM dove e in cura, prelevare I'assistente di turno e fargli il buco. ...
Gigi ha sonnecchiato ... ha fumato le mie sigarette, I'ho lasciato che pizzicava la

chitarra”?” (50). Finally, the “separate room” manifests as the bathroom of the Reggio

3 “__.putting oneself at the center of attention, but in a space closed by transparent and impenetrable walls
that is destined to remain always, for the others, the side room.”

3 Commenting on Nancy’s reflections on community Blanchot asks: “A quoi sert-elle ? A rien, sinon a
rendre présent le service a autrui jusque dans la mort, pour qu’autrui ne se perde pas solitairement, mais s’y
trouve suppléé, en méme temps qu’il apporte a un autre cette suppléance qui lui est procurée.” (Blanchot
1983, 24).

3 We find Rabelais in “the pigsty (trojajo) of via Massarenti,” in the episode Viaggio: “E la sera ci leggiamo
tutti insieme un po’ di Céline, un po’ di Rabelais e un po’ di Daniel Defoe” (68). “And in the evening we all
read together a little Céline, a bit of Rabelais and a little bit of Daniel Defoe.”

3% “My house that has become a little hospital in many cases, on my bed Chiara, who was looking at the
ceiling kite and burped instead of talking. ... And then Maria Giulia, always in my little bedroom with her
contagion, she counted her curls and gasped.”

37 “He’s bleached, he’s bruised, I was scared, I had to run to the CIM where he is being treated, take the
assistant on duty with me and give him an injection. ... Gigi has slumbered ... has smoked my cigarettes, I
let him while he was pinching the guitar.”
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train station where Giusy “takes care” of Bibo, who is experiencing withdrawal
symptoms. The episode features a delirious crescendo (perhaps the climax of the book) in
which vulgar expressions and a certain kind of sublime merge: it is no coincidence that
these pages will be the main object of critique by the censor.

At the end of the seventies the separate room of the youth is also the one where
terrorist violence is plotted, where one hides, while in the rooms of the “adults” the
“primary scenes” of police torture take place, where the state massacres that started it all
are planned. The spaces of terrorist violence, however, will not be the most persecuted,
perhaps because the “childish” (not adolescent) attempt to strike the state at the heart, to
seize the means of production, etc. was deemed a far less serious threat than the gesture
that aimed to reverse the historical foundation of society and private property: to
establish new forms of life in common in the ecstatic lingering-close, observing the
extreme experiences of others, acting together with others, outside of any logic of
appropriation, in a form of life that “denied itself as commodity.”

There is a separate room that is particularly emblematic for Bologna in the late
seventies, and whose historical significance has been growing over the years, probably
because of the memory of the brutality that erased it. It is the room in Via del Pratello
from which Radio Alice transmitted until February 12, 1977 (the day after the
assassination of Francesco Lorusso). The recordings of that night testify to the way in

which the obscene community was silenced by the irruption of the “adults,” as if to re-
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establish the broken paradigm of the Bildungsroman. It is a scene that anyone can

recognize: it is the moment when parents arrive at night to turn off the music.
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Conclusion

“Le tiers, le compagnon, le lecteur qui m’agit, c’est le discours. Ou encore: le
lecteur est discours, c’est lui qui parle en moi, qui maintient en moi le discours vivant a
son adresse” (Bataille 1978, 75). In this passage from Bataille’s Inner Experience, we find
the same thirdness (the position of the third eye) we met in the previous pages as the core
of Tondelli’s narrative (and yet: a center that is always a cété, a third observing other two
—or a multitude). To close this work, it is important to reflect on the fact that, in defining
the literary experience, Bataille does not envision the relationship to the reader as a
duality — as I, the writer, and you, who are reading my words. The reader, like the
narrator, is the third — and this is why s/he can be a companion. The position of the third is
the (inner) place where the discursivity that the reader is, the discursivity where s/he
meets the voice of the narrator, reaches a point of fusion. As we have seen, the decisive
moment in the textual analysis I have produced is that in which the mimetic
identification with the narrative voice dissolves, suspended by the materiality of the
rhetorical disturbance (the noise) of the voice itself. This means that thirdness occurs
when discursivity fades, but also that discursivity leads to thirdness, as Bataille
incessantly repeats, as he affirms that inner experience dissolves discursive reason but
can only be produced by it (“le valet de I'expérience est la pensée discursive. Ici, la
noblesse du valet repose sur la rigueur de la servitude (Bataille 1978, 69)).” In other

words, as long as the reading (or viewing) experience, the experience of following a story,
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consists in the identification with a discourse (in the several rhetorical forms this
identification can take) — which is always a dominant discourse where subjectivity is
produced and reinforced — there is no narrative experience properly speaking, as I have
intended it in these pages. The interruption of the identification is where the work
becomes undone, where community can come to represent not “me and you,” but, as we
have seen, the impersonal third, where the voice and the reader are collapsed in the
tigure of the companion: an eye opened onto an already always existing community,
where it is impossible to share anything, allowing only proximity and being-there-
alongside (the only experience of the negative we can ever have, according to Hegel in
the Phenomenology of Spirit, is the lingering-alongside: the verweilen in the presence of
death).

When the interruption happens, we can see beyond the ideological intention of
the author: we can see the historical moment inscribing itself onto the surface of the
work, where a space is opened by the sudden “unconcern” as the author momentarily
takes leave from the imposition of the discourse. The anxiety produced by the traumatic
experience (the “extreme experience” we have met in the authors analyzed) coincides
with that “mouvement de l'insouciance ou I'ceuvre est sacrifiée: la loi derniere de I'ceuvre
est enfreinte, I'ceuvre est trahie en faveur d’Eurydice, de 'ombre” (Blanchot 1955, 230).
In a way, the figure of loss, which Blanchot here calls Eurydice — the overcoming of the

exigency of the work, of perpetuating the discourse —is what I have found time and
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again in my analysis, when the solid ground of subjectivity gives way to forms of the
catastrophe of subjective experience, what Debord envisioned as a sort of
phenomenology of loss in Critique de la séparation: “Tout ce qui concerne la sphere de la
perte, c’est-a-dire aussi bien ce que j’ai perdu de moi-méme, le temps passé ; et la
disparition, la fuite ...”

This exploration of the possibilities of the loss of subjectivity afforded by
narrative experience has also served as a way to make sense of Lukdacs’ final move in
literary theory, his resort to the conception of tragic catharsis to explain the political
effectiveness of the work of art. In the dissolution of the subjective standpoint, in the
Aesthetics, as Jameson as shown, he recovers the point of view of the proletariat, the
purest contact with the materiality of history in the point of absolute deprivation. Here,
in the formal position of the victim,* heterogenous existence, this zero degree, this third eye
opened onto the events of the world, can be recuperated not in the banal exemplarity of
a story of political redemption, but in the impersonal intensity that, even only
momentarily, can escape the ideological discourse that feeds on it. This is the same
paradox that has guided my research, as the “functioning” of the narrative mechanism
sustaining a reactionary discourse like the one fostered by Malaparte’s La pelle is

mirrored by a similar pattern in Balestrini’s subversive narrative of Vogliamo tutto. If the

3 This is not terminology of Lukacs, but Bataille’s insistence on the paradoxical value of sacrifice
can be observed here in another light.
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political directions in which the authorial voice attempts to push the reading experience
form opposites, a similarity can be found in the place where these attempts fail. In
Malaparte, as in the medieval representation of the Triumph of Death, the ideological
discourse is suspended by the violence of the experience of the material presence of the
vanquished body. And, as the emotional intensity — the pathos — created by the author to
reinforce his own ideological purposes reaches its acme, an unbearable anxiety
interrupts the subject’s strategy of self-absolution, and the rhetorical strategies,
otherwise so cunningly employed, escape the author’s control and destroy the mimetic
flow of the story, liberating that intensity with which the tiers coincides. Similarly, in
Balestrini’s Vogliamo tutto, the intensity produced by the experience of the dissolution of
the narrative voice into the collective discourse, which crushes and abandons the
reader’s mimetic “desire” (as Risset called it), does not get channeled, as the author had
probably envisioned, into an act of reinforcing the ideological assumptions affirmed by
the propaganda materials found in the final chapters. If it is possible that part of that
“pathos” influences the reading experience of such materials, thus corroborating the
authorial argument, it is certain, on the other hand, that its intensity cannot be
completely “controlled.” In addition, the formal experience our position as readers is
forced to undergo is that of dissolution, of loss, of extreme deprivation, by which we are
delivered (as third eye) to the presence of a collective existence: that mass movement of

the struggles of the end of the sixties, already on the verge of becoming the collective

360



experience of the “Movement” of the seventies. This is the political experience that
touches us from Balestrini’s pages; not the organizational work that led to Corso Traiano,
but something that could be saved and preserved from that experience: the practical,
mass negation of existence under the conditions of capitalist society, the refusal of work
and private property in the form of its original manifestation as slavery (as envisioned
by Agamben). We could also call it “collective care,” the grotesque existence, or survival,
in the workers-students” rooms in Bologna, where Tondelli, even against his own will,
produced the political value of his work: “Le lieu ot1 j'ai connu l'extase auparavant, la
mémoire envoutée de sensations physiques, I’ambiance banale dont j’ai gardé une exacte
mémoire, ont une puissance évocatrice plus grande que la répétition volontaire d’un
mouvement de I'esprit descriptible” (Bataille 1978, 75). The “physical sensation” and the
“atmosphere,” as opposed to “describable intellectual movements,” work here as the
material ripples on the formal surface of the text, through which the discursive
subjectivity is deactivated. It is at precisely this point where literary and communal
experience become indistinguishable, and the apparently senile paradox of Lukacs
becomes understandable: that all extreme literary experience is in a way
“revolutionary,” as it works against dominant discourses produced by society, simply
because it destroys the subjective point in which those discourses need to be grounded.

Subjectivity constantly fakes communal experience in the delusion of sharing and
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participating; but in the intensity produced by the dissolution of point of view one

lingers alongside what cannot be shared.
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