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Abstract

This thesis represents a study of Italian female narrative of the 1930s, a period which
has been regarded as a hiatus in female literary production in Italy. Focusing on the work of
Anna Banti, Maria Bellonci, Fausta Cialente, Alba de Céspedes, Gianna Manzini, Paola
Masino, Elsa Morante, and Anna Maria Ortese, I site their early literary production in the
political, social, and cultural context of 1930s’ Italy and reveal how these writers not only
created models of female subjectivity which challenged the dominant representations of
femininity but also how they came to be regarded as a vital new force in Italian narrative at
a time when the Fascist regime was at the height of its power.

The thesis is composed of two parts. The first part, which uses a historical and
bibliographical approach, discusses the reception of women writers by the critics, the
public, and the regime; the second part, which draws on socio-historical research into
women’s lives, explores their search for self-identity as both women and writers. The first
chapter examines how women's writing moved from a position of marginalisation to one of
increased respect within the literary establishment during the thirties. The second chapter
analyses the complex relationship between women writers and the regime, whose
ambiguous status as a supporter of female culture yet symbol of patriarchal repression
elicited both allegiance and dissent in the female literary community. In chapter three, I
discuss the dominant models of womanhood from the period and show how women used
the power of writing to rebel against these artificial images of femininity. Finally, in
chapter four, I examine the influence of foreign literature on female narrative, contrasting
the impact of the modernist aesthetic of Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield with the

influence of American realism on young male writers.
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Introduction

This thesis examines Italian female narrative of the 1930s and offers a reappraisal of a
period which has been widely regarded as a hiatus in female literary production in Italy.
Focusing on key women writers of the period, who began their literary careers at the height
of Fascist rule and who went on to become some of the most notable Italian novelists of the
twentieth century, namely Anna Banti (1895-1985), Maria Bellonci (1902-1986), Fausta
Cialente (1898-1993), Alba de Céspedes (1911-1997), Gianna Manzini (1896-1974), Paola
Masino (1908-1989), Elsa Morante (1912-1985), and Anna Maria Ortese (1914-1998), this
research project sites their early literary production in the political, social, and cultural
context of 1930s’ Italy and reveals how these ‘new generation writers’, as I have dubbed
them, overturned popular prejudice about women’s writing and came to be regarded as a
vital new force in Italian narrative. I have chosen the publication of Manzini’s first novel in
1928 and Morante’s first volume of short fiction in 1941 to form the parameters of my
research and, within this thirteen-year time frame, I analyse the social, political, and literary
influences which shaped the narrative of these new generation writers and the reception of
their work by the public, critics, and Fascist regime. Starting with an analysis of the
position of women writers in relation to the literary establishment and the regime, I chart
the growing support which developed for their writing as a result not only of changes in the
press and publishing industry but also the government’s focus on glorifying the cultural
achievements of Fascist Italy. I then go on to explore the response of women writers to the
conflicting models of womanhood promulgated by conservative forces, and the influence
exerted by the modermnist aesthetic of Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield. In so doing,
I reposition female narrative within the literary environment of 1930s’ Italy and offer an
alternative view of a decade which has traditionally been defined in masculine terms.

In focusing on female literary production, I am not reading women writers as a
separate female tradition, nor do I advocate the notion of difference in their work. While
gender provides a useful framework in which to view their writing, it does not serve as the
only categorisation. Indeed, gender categorisation was something that the writers who form
the subject of my research specifically sought to avoid. Anxious to distance themselves
from the pejorative label of letteratura femminile, with its connotations of imitative and

sentimental fiction, and keenly aware that separate categorisation reinforced the secondary
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status of women, they referred to themselves as scrittori and sought equal ranking
alongside their male peers. However, in examining an era governed by sexual politics in
which women found themselves defined by their gender, I believe it is productive to
consider women writers collectively in order to explore their position within a society in
which femininity was equated with subordination and to look at the similarity of their
response to the conflicting images of womanhood emanating from Fascist thinking and the
new consumer culture. In examining their work in this way, we can see that women writers
of the period produced a narrative which was distinct from that of their male colleagues,
adopting an introspective, impressionistic style, which ran counter to the neorealist

imperative underscoring the work of their male left-wing contemporaries.

The new generation

This research project centres on a group of female writers whom I have labelled the
‘new generation’. This is not to say that they formed a cohesive group — indeed, each
actively resisted membership of any school which defined them by either gender or genre —
but rather they were writers united by stylistic affinities and shared concerns, from a
common desire to portray womanhood in a manner which accorded with their own
experience, to a shared interest in European literature. Born between 1895 and 1914, they
began their literary careers between 1928 and 1941 and went on to become some of the
most respected names in twentieth-century Italian literature. Alongside these signore della
scrittura, as they have been termed by the journalist and novelist Sandra Petrignani, are a
group of lesser known novelists who shared many of the same themes and influences as
their new generation counterparts but whose names have now all but been forgotten,
including Margherita Cattaneo (b. 1907), Maria Luisa Fehr (b. 1894), Marise Ferro (1907-
1991), and Orsola Nemi (b. 1905), and within their number, I have included a writer who
was at the end of her literary career in the 1930s but whose name was cited alongside those
of the new generation in contributing to the renaissance of female narrative, namely Paola
Drigo (1876-1938).1

The writers who made up the new generation bore many similarities. With the
exception of Ortese, whose itinerant childhood and poor health meant she received little

formal education, they benefited from secondary, and even tertiary, education, Manzini,

! Sandra Petrignani, ed., Le signore della scrittura: interviste (Milan: La Tartaruga, 1984).
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Banti, and Ferro all attending university. They also came from middle-class, cultured
backgrounds: Manzini received her early literary formation in the European climate of
Solaria, the influential Florentine journal to which she contributed between 1929 and 1932;
Masino became fully immersed in avant-garde culture when she moved to Paris with her
partner Massimo Bontempelli at the age of twenty-one; while Cialente developed a love of
European literature in the early years of her marriage when, having moved to Egypt with
her husband, the composer Enrico Terni, she devoured the contents of his library. ‘In Egitto
disponevo della ricca biblioteca di mio marito’, she recalled in an interview with Sandra
Petrignani. ‘Passai i primi anni a leggere. Non facevo altro.’? Representing a new type of
confident, educated woman, who had been led to expect more out of life than marriage and
motherhood, the new generation pursued writing as a full-time career, establishing
themselves as journalists as well as novelists: Banti and Morante both wrote regular
features for the arts magazine Oggi between 1939 and 1942, the latter publishing under the
pseudonym Antonio Carrera; Cialente founded the weekly newspaper Fronte unito in Cairo
in 1943, which served as a vehicle for popular anti-Fascist sentiment; de Céspedes worked
as a staff writer at /I Giornale d’Italia from 1934; Masino wrote for Europe Nouvelle whilst
living in Paris in the late 1920s; Ortese spent a year as a subeditor for the Venetian
newspaper Il Gazzettino in 1938; while Manzini worked as a fashion journalist during the
war. Countering the popular image of the scribacchina, for whom writing was a means to
earn pocket money, they treated their work as a profession rather than a pastime. ‘Sulla
breccia da oramai otto anni non so che cosa significhi guadagnare un quattrino con questo
mio lieto mestiere. Perché ¢ indubbiamente un mestiere’, declared Cialente, her
professional approach contrasting with the more traditional view expressed by the journalist
Paola QOjetti, who claimed that, for a woman, ‘[lo scrivere] ¢ sempre meno mestiere e piu
passione di quanto lo sia per un uomo’.3

As well as sharing similar backgrounds, there were also personal links between the
writers: Bellonci described Banti as ‘una cara amica’; Ortese began a life-long friendship
with Masino in 1937 after being introduced by Bontempelli; while de Céspedes spoke of
her great friendship with Bellonci.# Geography played an important role in forging these

2 ‘Fausta Cialente: straniera dappertutto’, in Petrignani, pp. 83-89 (p. 87).

3 Fausta Cialente, ‘Inchiesta tra gli scrittori laureati’, Quadrivio, 20 December 1936, p. 2.
Paola Ojetti, ‘Premio Galante’, Quadrivio, 6 December 1936, p. 2.

4 Maria Bellonci, Pubblici segreti, 2 vols (Milan: Mondadori, 1965), 1, 38.
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bonds: Morante, Bellonci, de Céspedes, and Ortese were all born in Rome and chose to
reside there, Manzini moved to Rome from Florence in 1933 after separating from her
husband, while Masino settled there in 1934, and the vibrant social life of Roman society
afforded them the opportunity to form close friendships, Sibilla Aleramo recalling parties
hosted by de Céspedes and dinners with Masino and Manzini.> Yet, despite forging close
friendships with one another, each writer recognised the solitary nature of their profession -
‘lo scrivere ¢ fatto di raccoglimento, solitudine’, affirmed Masino - and this solitude was
magnified not only by their decision to distance themselves from cultural movements but
also by their gender for, as intellectual women, they felt like outsiders in a society which
subscribed to a narrow definition of femininity. ‘Io sono quasi sempre sola’, noted Morante
in her diary of 1938, a sentiment echoed by Banti, who, in an interview with Petrignani,
remarked: ‘Sono sempre stata solitaria.’®

Reflecting this sense of isolation in their work, the new generation depicted rebellious
women whose refusal to conform to societal expectations resulted in alienation. Mirroring
their own lives in their fiction, they portrayed independent, educated young women, who
benefited from the freedoms bomn of social change but felt the constraints imposed by a
society in which femininity was defined along conservative lines. Through their
protagonists, they described the range of opportunities available to women in the interwar
years while, at the same time, revealing the sense of solitude which accompanied the
pursuit of an alternate course in life, and, in so doing, they articulated the confusion
experienced by a generation of young women who were caught between the desire for

autonomy and the pressure to conform to prescribed roles.

De Céspedes recalled her friendship with Bellonci in an interview with Piera Carroli, ‘Colloqui con Alba
de Céspedes (Parigi, 19-29 marzo 1990)’, in Esperienza e narrazione nella scrittura di Alba de Céspedes
(Ravenna: Longo, 1993), pp. 131-94 (p. 158).

5 Sibilla Aleramo, Un amore insolito: diario 1940-1944, ed. by Alba Morino, 2" edn (Milan: Feltrinelli,
1979), pp. 71 and 122.

The friendship between these writers stood in marked contrast to the hostility which characterised the
relationships of their predecessors: Matilde Serao and Grazia Deledda were well-known for being arch rivals,
their rivalry coming to a head in 1926 when they were both selected as candidates for the Nobel prize; while
Sibilla Aleramo found herself the target of an acerbic attack from Amalia Guglielminetti, who laughed
publicly at her play Endimione (1923) when it flopped on its first night. Although relations between the new
generation were not unproblematic, they were able to set aside their personal differences when it came to their
work, de Céspedes expressing great admiration for Banti whilst, on a personal level, finding her ‘una donna
molto difficile’ (Carroli, p. 158).

6 “Paola Masino: ou sont les neiges d’antan?”, in Petrignani, pp. 25-33 (p. 32).

Elsa Morante, Diario 1938, ed. by Alba Andreini (Turin: Einaudi, 1989), p. 10.

‘Anna Banti: la sfortuna di essere seri’, in Petrignani, pp. 101-09 (p. 103).
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Defining a decade
The thirties was a period of political upheaval and far-reaching social and cultural

change throughout Europe as right-wing dictators swept to power in Germany and Spain
and the totalitarian regimes in Italy and Soviet Russia strengthened their grip, while rapid
advances in technology revolutionised the workplace and leisure market. In Italy, the
thirties was a decade framed by the Lateran Treaty of 1929, which sealed Mussolini’s
alliance with the papacy and conservative forces, and the outbreak of war in 1939. It was a
period which saw the Fascist regime at the height of its power, the historian Renzo De
Felice describing the years 1929 to 1936 as ‘gli anni del consenso’ as the government of
Mussolini consolidated its control over the Italian populace and elicited widespread
conformism.” For women in Italy, the thirties represented an era of mass mobilisation and
acute gender consciousness as they were enlisted in organisations such as the Fasci
Jfemminili to spread Fascist propaganda and their role as wives and mothers were invested
with strategic importance by the regime, whose imperialist dream was dependent on
maximising the number of births. Recast in the role of sposa e madre esemplare, they
found the new-found freedom they had gained through education and employment
threatened by repressive legislation, while their female identity was placed under the
spotlight as the regime sought to replace the image of the emancipated dornna nuova with
the model of the donna autentica. Urged to conform to this passive maternal ideal by the
twin forces of government legislation and societal pressure, young women also faced an
onslaught of consumerist images of femininity emanating from Hollywood and consumer
goods’ manufacturers, who promoted images of women as consumers and sexual beings

and rooted femininity firmly in the realm of beauty and desirability.?

Revising the canon: the politics of memory

The thirties not only represents a well-defined period in political history but it has also

assumed a clear literary identity. In Britain, the decade has come to be associated with the

7 Renzo De Felice, Mussolini il Duce: gli anni del consenso, 1929-1936 (Turin: Einaudi, 1974).

For an overview of Italian history of the 1930s, see Martin Blinkhom, Mussolini and Fascist Italy
(London: Methuen, 1984); Martin Clark, Modern Italy 1871-1995, 2™ edn (London: Longman, 1996); and
Denis Mack Smith, Modern Italy: A Political History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997).

8 For an examination of women’s lives under Fascism, see Alexander De Grand, ‘Women under Italian
Fascism’, Historical Journal, 19 (1976), 947-68; Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy
1922-1945 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); and Emiliana P. Noether, ‘Italian Women and
Fascism: A Re-evaluation’, ltalian Quarterly, Autumn 1982, pp. 69-80.
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Auden Generation, the group of young left-wing poets whose number includes W. H.
Auden and Stephen Spender, with the result that female writers such as Elizabeth Bowen,
Vera Brittain, and Ivy Compton-Burnett have been sidelined.® A similar fate has befallen
women writers in Italy, who have become victims of the post-war editing of the canon,
which deemed the significant literature of the period to be the result of movements in which
male writers reigned supreme, from the neorealist aesthetic of left-wing idealists such as
Cesare Pavese and Elio Vittorini, whose narrative functioned as a fiction of political
resistance, to the hermeticist poetry of Giuseppe Ungaretti and Eugenio Montale, whose
enigmatic poetic expression, detached from everyday reality, has been viewed as pure art
uncorrupted by Fascism. The few women who have been associated with this period are
cited in the context of their relationship with these movements, as in the case of Gianna
Manzini, whose membership of the Solariani, the group of writers who congregated around
the Florentine journal Solaria (1926-1934), has secured her position in the literary avant-
garde of the thirties alongside fellow contributors Eugenio Montale and Carlo Emilio
Gadda. Yet, while Manzini’s delicate balance between linguistic expression and
psychological insight signals her kinship with the Solariani, her allusive and metaphorical
style, which favours the epiphany of the moment over linear narrative, has evaded
classification. ‘Confesso che sono un po’ perplesso a definire puntualmente questo volume
della Manzini’, remarked Benedetto Migliore in his review of Boscovivo (1932). ‘Racconti,
bozzetti, stati d’animo, pezzi di bravura?.’10

Manzini was not alone in creating an individual style that was resistant to critical
categories and literary trends. The work of Anna Banti also defied classification, Banti
recalling how, when asked to categorise her work, the critic Emilio Cecchi declined to
respond: ‘“Cecchi, mi dica, in tutto questo magma di gente che scrive — 1 neorealisti, [...] 1
surreali, gli informali — che cosa rappresento, 10?”” Lui scosse la testa sorridendo. Forse non

sapeva o non voleva dirmelo.’!!

9 For a discussion of British women writers in the 1930s, see Nichola Beauman, 4 Very Great Profession:
The Women’s Novel 1914-1939 (London: Virago, 1983); Maroula Joannou, Ladies, Please Don’t Smash
These Windows: Women's Writing, Feminist Consciousness and Social Change 1918-38 (Oxford: Berg,
1995); and Janet Montefiore, Men and Women Writers of the 1930s: The Dangerous Flood of History
(London: Routledge, 1996).

10 Benedetto Migliore, ‘Gianna Manzini: Boscovivo’, L Italia che scrive, 1933, pp. 41-42 (p. 41).

11 Cited in Margherita Ghilardi, ‘Le piccole tempeste: sugli “scritti non narrativi” di Anna Banti’, in
L’opera di Anna Banti: atti del convegno di studi (Firenze, 8-9 maggio 1992), ed. by Enza Biagini (Florence:
Olschki, 1997), pp. 41-69 (p. 66).
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While elements of prosa d’arte, the highly refined prose style developed in the literary
journal La Voce (1908-1916), can be detected in the lyricism of Banti’s first work
Itinerario di Paolina (1937), the tighter narrative structure and simpler descriptive language
of her subsequent collections of short fiction Il coraggio delle donne (1940) and Le
monache cantano (1942) reveal her departure from prosa d’arte and her determination not
to become rooted in any literary movement. ‘Disprezzavo quello che si faceva in Italia a
quel tempo, attorno al *30: il cardarellismo, la prosa d’arte, tutta quella letteratura gratuita
ornamentale’, Banti affirmed, her distaste for the prevailing literary styles of the period
confirming her solitary position within Italian culture of the 1930s.12 Maria Bellonci was to
display a similar disregard for literary trends, her historical novel, Lucrezia Borgia (1939),
which narrates the private history of the Italian noblewoman, appearing at a time when
neorealism, with its utopian vision of the common man, was emerging as the dominant
aesthetic. ‘Ho scritto i miei libri senza mai curarmi delle tendenze letterarie in voga anche
se in me stessa registro il mio tempo: a modo mio, con i miei filtri’, Bellonci declared in an
interview with Petrignani.!3

The example of these three writers demonstrates the resolutely individual path which
the new generation writers pursued in their fiction. In contrast to their predecessors, such as
Matilde Serao and Grazia Deledda, who developed their narrative style in accordance with
the prevailing movement of verismo, the new generation writers sited their work outside
contemporary cultural trends, opting for a personal rather than collective response to social
and political issues, a sign not only of their confidence as writers but also their
determination to avoid classification, particularly on the grounds of gender. Conscious of
the charges of plagiarism levelled at female writers and, anxious to avoid a unifying voice
in their work which could be interpreted as femminile, with its implied weakness and
sentimentality, they emphasised their independence from all literary schools and traditions
in order to affirm their status as serious writers. Their decision to forge an independent path
was also motivated by their belief in political disengagement in art. Subscribing to the
Crocean view that the artist should ‘far opera bella e nient’altro che opera bella’, they kept

their distance from any movement which would place them under a political or social

12 [ Corriere della Sera, 14 April 1971 (cited in Carlo De Matteis, /1 romanzo italiano del Novecento
(Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1984), p. 97).

13 “Maria Bellonci: I’indifferente’, in Petrignani, pp. 49-56 (p. 51).
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banner and impinge on their artistic freedom.!4 This is not to say that they were apolitical.
Indeed, Cialente and de Céspedes both took an active part in the Resistance, as I will
discuss in chapter two; Banti, Bellonci, and Morante were all outspoken critics of the
Fascist regime in the immediate post-war period; while Ortese became an active member of
the PCI, the Italian Communist Party, at the end of the war. Yet, unlike their male peers
engaged in neorealism, who viewed literature as an effective instrument in changing social
consciousness, the new generation resisted any overt ideological engagement in their work
but held the function of art to lie in individual expression and self-exploration, a view to
which they continued to subscribe in the ideologically charged post-war period. In the
words of Masino, speaking in a radio interview in 1951: ‘Si badi che al contrario di molti
slogan che corrono oggi per la maggiore e in cui si dice: ‘arte per il popolo’, io non penso
affatto a questo: io penso all’arte per se stessa, [...] come liberazione di me stessa.’15

In their decision to pursue an individual path independent from cultural movements,
the new generation writers found a means of maintaining their literary freedom during the
ventennio, evading the conformism demanded of intellectuals who enjoyed state patronage
and a prominent position in the literary establishment. ‘Essere soli era un modo di essere
liberi’, as Bellonci remarked of the solitary lives which she and her husband led under
Fascist rule.!® Yet, there was a heavy price to pay for this independence in the post-war
period: exclusion from the canon. Despite producing some of the most critically acclaimed
narrative of the thirties, women writers were to fall victim to the post-war editing of the
canon, as Robin Pickering-lazzi has observed, for not only was their narrative style deemed
difficult to categorise, which meant they were frequently overlooked in canonical
compilations classified by genre, but they also found themselves marginalised both on
account of their modernist style, which ran counter to the prevailing left-wing ideology, and

due to the perceived lack of anti-Fascist sentiment in their work.!”

14 Benedetto Croce, ‘Ada Negri’, 1906 (repr. in Letteratura della nuova Italia, 4 vols (Bari: Laterza,
1914-1915), II, 335-55 (p. 351)).

Croce’s belief in the need for political and social disengagement in art in order to attain absolute poetic
beauty, which he outlined in Estetica (1902), came to represent a dominating influence on Italian intellectual
life throughout the first half of the century, his view that culture should be freed from the contingencies of life
encouraging a sense of detachment in writers. This position of disengagement would come under fire in the
post-war period, however, when writers were accused of passivity in the face of Fascism.

15 AA. VV., Confessioni di scrittori: interviste con se stessi (Turin: Edizioni Radio Italiana, 1951), p. 65.

16 Cited in Il Premio Viareggio ha 25 anni, ed. by Leone Sbrana (Florence: Luciano Landi, 1955), p. 65.

17 Robin Pickering-lazzi, Unspeakable Women: Selected Short Stories Written by Italian Women during
Fascism (New York: Feminist Press, 1993), pp. 103-04.
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In the ideologically charged climate of post-war Italy, the views of the Marxist theorist
Antonio Gramsci, which were enunciated in his posthumous Lettere dal carcere (1947),
wielded enormous influence. Holding that literary production should be sited within the
broader historical and social process, Gramsci was deeply critical of the elitist nature of
Italian literature of the thirties, which he claimed was remote from ordinary people, and he
advocated in its place a ‘national-popular’ literature that would produce a mass culture
freed from the hierarchies of class. As left-wing writers sought an aesthetic that would
capture the social and political hopes of the post-Fascist era, neorealism came to symbolise
this national literature posited by Gramsci. Rooted in social reality and political action,
neorealism aimed to depict human life in a sincere and dispassionate way, thereby offering
a corrective to the triumphalist rhetoric of Fascist culture, and it positioned the writer as a
politically engaged figure who was committed to the cause of the oppressed. Modernism,
by contrast, with its focus on interiority rather than social realism, its preoccupation with
individual destiny not mass society, and its displacement of historical time for the epiphany
of the moment, was associated with a world of privilege and political disengagement. The
influential Marxist critic Georg Lukacs condemned the modernist style as symptomatic of
the oppressed human subject of capitalism, whose exponents were guilty of privileging
bourgeois individualist autonomy over issues of public significance.!® In this politically
charged climate, the new generation found themselves labelled highbrow and elitist, while
their allusive and metaphorical prose was seen as a product of a bourgeois, European
tradition whose values were out of touch with post-war Italian society. Moreover, as writers
who rejected the tenet that literature should function as a vehicle for political and social
change, they were seen to lack engagement with contemporary issues. This lack of overt
ideological commitment in their work, which ran counter to the cultural climate, not only
resulted in their writing being criticised as introverted and intimist, as Ann Caesar has
observed in her study of post-war female narrative, but it also meant that their early
narratives produced under Fascism, which served as important critiques of patriarchal
oppression, were overlooked in the post-war revision of the literary canon due to their lack

of perceived resistance to the regime.!?

18 For a discussion of Lukacs’s influence on the critical reception of modernist writing, see Marianne
Dekoven, ‘Modernism and Gender’, in The Cambridge Companion to Modernism, ed. by Michael Levenson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 174-93.

19" Ann Hallamore Caesar, ‘The Novel, 1945-1965, in A History of Women’s Writing in Italy, ed. by
Letizia Panizza and Sharon Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 205-17 (p. 208).
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A further factor in the critical neglect of women’s writing of the 1930s has been the
assumption by more recent literary historians that female cultural production was stifled
under Fascism, the repression of women’s voices in the public sphere being equated with
the repression of their literary voices. In Quel mondo dei guanti e delle stoffe (1987), Paola
Blelloch refers to ‘lo iato che esiste fra la produzione letteraria femminile dell’inizio del
secolo e quella del periodo posteriore alla seconda guerra mondiale’, and she argues that
‘per almeno un ventennio, dal 1925 al 1945, si consolida lo stato di inferiorita delle donne e
quindi delle scrittrici’, a view reiterated by Luisa Quartermaine, who, in her essay
‘Women’s Viewpoint: Expectations and Experience in Twentieth-Century Italy’ (1991),
affirms that ‘between 1925 and 1945 the state of women in Italy, including that of women
writers, was consolidated into one of inferiority; creativity was a quality women were not
allowed to possess’.20 Feminist interpretations of the ventennio have also contributed to the
omission of women from the thirties’ canon, for the demise of the feminist movement
under Fascism has been seen as precipitating a decline in women’s literary output. As Alba
della Fazia Amoia notes in Women on the Italian Literary Scene: A Panorama (1992),
women’s writing of the ventennio, which refrained from overt references to feminist issues,
‘underwent significant improvement of style and structure — but not of content’.2! This
problem has been compounded by the reluctance of the new generation writers to embrace
a feminist agenda, a subject I will discuss in chapter three, their continued resistance to
feminist labels throughout their careers resulting in their early literary output being

overlooked during the feminist literary revisions of the 1970s.22

20 Paola Blelloch, Quel mondo dei guanti e delle stoffe: profili di scrittrici italiane del ‘900 (Verona:
Essedue, 1987), p. 16.

Luisa Quartermaine, ‘Women’s Viewpoint: Expectations and Experience in Twentieth-Century Italy’, in
Textual Liberation: European Feminist Writing in the Twentieth Century, ed. by Helen Forsas-Scott (London:
Routledge, 1991), pp. 227-63 (pp. 235-36).

21 Alba della Fazia Amoia, Women on the Italian Literary Scene: A Panorama (New York: Whitson,
1992), p. 6.

22 While the work of turn-of-the-century female writers underwent a revival during the 1970s, with
novels such as Sibilla Aleramo’s Una donna (1906), Neera’s Teresa (1886), and Marchesa Colombi’s Un
matrimonio in provincia (1885) republished and held up as proto-feminist works, the only work from the
thirties to be rediscovered during this time was Masino’s openly anti-Fascist Nascita e morte della massaia
(1945), which was republished by Bompiani in 1970. It was not until the 1980s that interest in other writers of
the period was rekindled: second editions of Cialente’s Natalia (1930) and Drigo’s Maria Zef (1936) both
appeared in 1982, Banti’s Il coraggio delle donne (1940) was republished in 1983 and Masino’s Monte
Ignoso (1931) in 1994. Much, however, still remains out of print, including Banti’s Itinerario di Paolina
(1937), Cialente’s Marianna (1933) and Pamela o la bella estate (1935), de Céspedes’s L ‘anima degli altri
(1935), Concerto (1937), and Fuga (1940), Manzini’s Boscovivo (1932), Un filo di brezza (1936), and Rive
remote (1940), and Masino’s Periferia (1933).
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The flowering of female narrative

This post-war revision of literary history has resulted in a distorted view of the thirties,
with women’s contribution to Italian literature suffering from neglect and the names of
writers whose narrative oeuvre was concentrated in this period, such as Marise Ferro and

Margherita Cattaneo, being erased from literary history. In the words of the critic Carlo Bo:

Ci troviamo di fronte a un mondo perduto, nel senso che non si trovano piu i
libri e perfino 1’eco del loro lavoro subisce I’affronto del tempo. [...] Chi parla
pit di Gianna Manzini, di Anna Banti, di Paola Masino, di Marise Ferro?
Anche in questi casi i loro libri sono irreperibili o sono stati mandati al macero
€ a poco a poco la stessa memoria si € fatta sempre piu spenta.23

Yet, far from representing a hiatus in female literary production, the ventennio was a
period in which women’s writing flourished, with the 1930s witnessing a much-vaunted
renaissance in female narrative. The interwar years saw women writing in greater numbers
than ever before as the growth in female readership and developments in printing
technology prompted publishing houses to explore new ways of catering to this expanding
market, which resulted in a plethora of new opportunities for female writers and journalists.
Newspapers, literary journals, and periodicals all proved fertile ground for women writers,
offering them a wide readership and regular salary, while the new publishing houses proved
eager to promote women’s writing to a mass audience, fostering a climate of support which
was conducive to the nurturing of female literary talent. While popular romance remained a
mainstay of female literature, the conservative values which it enshrined reflecting the
dominant ideology of the period, female literary output was by no means confined to
populist genres, as attested by the critic Daria Banfi Malaguzzi, who made reference to
‘decine e decine di volumi nei quali le penne femminili si sono cimentate in tutte le
manifestazioni letterarie’ in her review of female literary production for the 1933
Almanacco della donna italiana.?* Indeed, the decade was characterised by an explosion of
female literary talent as the new generation of writers burst onto the literary scene.
Displaying bold stylistic experimentation and innovative narrative strategies which
revealed a strong modernist influence, they attracted both best-selling status and critical

acclaim, enjoying the sustained attention of some of the leading critics of the period, who

23 Carlo Bo, ‘Presentazione’, in Scrittrici d’Italia: atti del convegno nazionale di studi (Rapallo, 14
maggio 1994), ed. by Francesco De Nicola and Pier Antonio Zannoni (Genoa: Costa & Nolan, 1995), pp. 5-6
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24 Daria Banfi Malaguzzi, ‘Rassegna letteraria: scrittrici d’Italia’, Almanacco della donna italiana, 1933,
pp- 131-64 (p. 131).
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declared them responsible for reinvigorating the Italian novel. In the words of Giacomo
Debenedetti, commenting on the writer who spearheaded this renaissance: ‘La Manzini
parve ribattezzare, nel senso sperato, 1a nostra prosa come Montale pochi anni prima aveva

ribattezzato la nostra poesia.’2

Rewriting the thirties

The literary landscape of 1930s’ Italy was therefore, in the words of Lucia Re, ‘much
less unified and male-dominated than it would appear from literary histories, where
women’s names are hardly mentioned’.2¢ Recent literary studies have begun to correct this
omission, among them Re’s chapter on Futurism and Fascism in 4 History of Women’s
Writing in Italy (2000), which offers an overview of female literary production from 1914
to 1945; Elisabetta Mondello’s La nuova italiana: la donna nella stampa e nella cultura del
Ventennio (1987), a study of women’s periodicals during the ventennio, which was one of
the first to position female literary and journalistic output as resistant to the dominant
models of womanhood promoted by the regime; and Mothers of Invention: Women, Italian
Fascism, and Culture (1995), a collection of essays edited by Robin Pickering-lazzi, which
provides a portrait of female cultural production under Fascism and the ways in which
female writers, artists, and journalists negotiated the dominant ideologies of the period,
together with Politics of the Visible: Writing Women, Culture, and Fascism (1997), a close
reading by Pickering-lazzi of female autobiography, poetry, popular fiction, and realist
narrative of the ventennio.

My thesis builds on this research while focusing on a more narrowly delineated time
frame. In choosing to examine the 1930s as opposed to the ventennio as a whole, I have
looked beyond Fascism to explore a period characterised by profound social and cultural
change, from the sea change in the press and publishing industry to the flowering of a new
mass culture, changes which, as the cultural historian Victoria De Grazia has observed in
How Fascism Ruled Women, provoked confusion in young women about the female role as
they benefited from greater freedom while at the same time facing pressure to conform to
conservative models of domesticated femininity. In examining women’s narrative within

this social and cultural framework, I have sought to move away from the tendency to read

25 <Galleria degli scrittori italiani: Gianna Manzini’, La Fiera letteraria, 6 May 1956, pp. 3-7 (p. 6).
26 Lucia Re, ‘Futurism and Fascism, 1914-1945°, in 4 History Of Women's Writing in Italy, ed. by Letizia
Panizza and Sharon Wood, pp. 190-204 (p. 192).
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female literature of the period in a purely Fascist context, whether in terms of women’s
conformity to Fascist propaganda, as in the work of Alexander De Grand and Maria
Antonietta Macciocchi, or their position as critics of the regime who produced a fiction of
dissent, as in the work of Robin Pickering-Iazzi and Carole Gallucci.2” While the political
climate exerted a strong influence over women’s lives during the 1930s, it did not dictate
their literary production but was one of a number of external factors which shaped their
writing, as I will discuss in chapters three and four, and in this respect, they resembled their
male colleagues such as Alberto Moravia, Luigi Pirandello, and Italo Svevo, who distanced
themselves from the historical context of Fascism in their work. In the words of Moravia,
commenting on the impact of Fascism on Italian literature in Domenica in 1944: ‘Sotto il
Fascismo e nonostante il Fascismo [...] molto lavoro fu compiuto nel campo letterario.’?8

In examining female literary production of the thirties, I have concentrated my research
on narrative, although my discussion of the changing status of the woman writer and her
relationship with the regime encompasses female literature as a whole. I have chosen to
focus on narrative for it not only represented the dominant literary genre among female
writers of the thirties but it was also regarded as the driving force behind the renaissance in
women’s literature, with the new generation writers praised for counteracting the so-called
crisi del libro, which was thought to have beset the Italian novel in the wake of an influx of
popular and foreign fiction. By the 1930s, the novel and short story had established
themselves as the preferred literary genres among women, taking over from the nineteenth
and early-twentieth-century penchant for poetry, their popularity driven largely by their
economic potential at a time when writing was seen increasingly as a profession rather than

a hobby. Indeed, the short story enjoyed a particular following among women writers of the

27 For examples of these two interpretations, see De Grand, ‘Women under Italian Fascism’; Maria
Antonietta Macciocchi, La donna ‘nera’: consenso femminile e fascismo (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1976); Robin
Pickering-lazzi, ‘Unseduced Mothers: Configurations of a Different Female Subject Transgressing Fascistized
Femininity’, in Feminine Feminists: Cultural Practices in Italy, ed. by Giovanna Miceli-Jeffries
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), pp. 16-42; and Carole C. Gallucci, ‘Alba De Céspedes’s
There’s No Turning Back: Challenging the New Woman’s Future’, in Mothers of Invention: Women, Italian
Fascism, and Culture, ed. by Robin Pickering-Iazzi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), pp.
200-19.

28 Cited in Enrico Falqui, ‘Lettere’, Mercurio, October 1944, pp. 141-46 (p. 142).

For an overview of the work of male writers during the 1930s and their position relative to the regime, see
Robert Dombroski, L ‘esistenza ubbidiente: letterati italiani sotto il fascismo (Naples: Guida, 1984); Giuseppe
Farinelli, Il romanzo tra le due guerre (Brescia: La Scuola, 1980; Giuliano Manacorda, Momenti della
letteratura italiana degli anni trenta (Foggia: Bastogi, 1979); and Lino Pertile, ‘Fascism and Literature’, in
Rethinking Italian Fascism: Capitalism, Populism, and Culture, ed. by David Forgacs (London: Lawrence &
Wishart, 1986), pp. 162-84.
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period for not only did it represent a staple of the terza pagina in the press, thereby securing
its author a regular income, but it was also a genre suited to the impressionistic style of
many female writers of the period, offering a subtle and flexible vehicle for transcribing the
fleeting moment and the rhythmic flux of life, a form ‘piu adatto ai tempi affrettati dell’eta
moderna’, in the words of Anna Banti (Petrignani, p. 108).

My thesis is divided into two parts. The first part, which uses a methodological
approach that is primarily historical and bibliographical, examines the position of women
writers within Italian literary society of the thirties and the reaction of both the literary
establishment and the regime to their work. In chapter one, I discuss the change in status of
women’s writing during the course of the thirties, analysing the shift in the popular
perception of the female writer as she moved from being a ‘scribbler’ to a literary amazon.
Examining the different factors which helped effect this change, from the growth in mass
market periodicals to the launch of influential collane that were compiled on the basis of
genre rather than gender, I plot the changing attitude towards women’s writing and make
reference to the key female narrative works of the decade. Chapter two examines the
complex relationship between women writers and the regime, looking at the contradictory
attitude of the regime to female literary production and the ways in which women writers
supported or resisted the dominant Fascist myths in their work. Starting with an analysis of
female repression under Fascism, I discuss how writers escaped the repressive legislation
meted out to women in other areas of employment, the attempt by hardliners to limit female
cultural production being thwarted by Mussolini’s desire to establish Italy as a nation of
cultural standing. In the second part of the chapter, I examine how the lack of a clear
censorship programme allowed women to voice their dissent and to challenge prescriptive
gender roles. I conclude with a discussion of the ambiguous response of the new generation
writers to the regime and their reluctance to use their work as a vehicle for their anti-Fascist
views.

The second part of the thesis, which draws on socio-historical research into women’s
lives during the ventennio, including De Grazia’s How Fascism Ruled Women (1992) and
Michela De Giorgio’s Le italiane dall'Unita a oggi (1992), explores the response of
women writers to the disparate images of femininity which prevailed during the thirties,
together with the influence of modernism on their work as they searched for new literary
forms that would express their female identity. In chapter three, I discuss the conflicting

images of femininity which informed female behaviour during the thirties, from the
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conservative models of womanhood promoted by the regime to the images of consumerism
and sexuality emanating from the new commercial culture. Through a close reading of
women’s texts, I examine the depiction of these models in women’s fiction, contrasting the
conservative genre of romantic fiction with the work of the new generation, who refuted
prescriptive definitions of femininity in their narrative. I conclude the chapter with a
discussion of the new models of subjectivity created by these writers, who sought to strip
away the trappings of culturally constructed womanhood to create a female subject that
accorded with their own experience. The final chapter explores the search for an authentic
female literary voice, one which would express female identity but which was far removed
from the confessional register. Starting with the search by women writers for literary
parentage, I discuss how Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield came to fulfil the role of
literary mother for the new generation, who drew inspiration from their impressionistic
narrative style and exploration of the female condition which resisted adhesion to a feminist
agenda. Through an overview of the translation market during the thirties, I examine the
interest ignited in the twin poetics of modernism and realism by the increased access to
foreign literature and the differing imperatives which underscored these two aesthetics as
female writers turned to modernist forms to explore the female consciousness while their
male peers were drawn to American realism by a political agenda, finding in its terse
narratives, populated by solitary male figures, a utopian society freed from the constraints

of Fascism.
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Chapter One
From scribacchine to amazzoni:
The Changing Status of Women’s Writing in the 1930s

1.1  INTRODUCTION

The interwar years witnessed a significant change in the status of women’s writing in
Italy. The early years of the century had been marked by fears about increasing numbers of
women embarking on a literary career and the resultant pericolo roseo which threatened to
engulf the publishing industry. While a select number of writers attracted praise, including
Matilde Serao, Sibilla Aleramo, and Grazia Deledda, women’s writing as a whole was
defined by gender and labelled letteratura femminile, with its attendant meaning of
sentimental and unoriginal prose destined for the female market. This prejudice lingered
well into the interwar period as the increasing tendency of women writers to embrace
popular fiction and the autobiographical novel fuelled the belief that female literary
production was formulaic and characterised by personal revelation. It was during the 1930s
that this prejudice was overturned as a new generation of writers came to the fore and
caused the literary establishment to reassess its view of women’s writing. Well versed in
European literature, these writers revealed the influence of the modernist aesthetic in their
work, using narratives rich in introspection to explore the female consciousness and the
impressionistic nature of lived experience, providing a breath of fresh air in the insular
world of Italian letters, which had grown increasingly stale and provincial under the grip of
Fascist rule. Publishing novels which achieved both critical acclaim and best-selling status,
they were embraced by the reading public, féted in literary award ceremonies, and attracted
the sustained attention of prominent figures in the literary establishment, who announced a
renaissance in Italian female narrative and affirmed its European credentials.

In this chapter, I will explore how this change in the status of women’s writing came
about. Starting with an overview of the popular perception of female literature in the pre-
war period, I will chart the emergence of mass female readership in turn-of-the-century
Italy and the corresponding growth in female writers, and the hostility which this provoked
in the male literary establishment. I will then go on to analyse the changing perception of

women’s literature over the course of the ventennio, discussing how the image of the
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‘scribbler’ in the late 1920s was replaced by that of the literary amazon in the late 1930s,
making reference to the key female narrative works which helped effect this change. In the
second part of the chapter, I will discuss the burgeoning publishing industry during the
interwar years, which laid the foundations for the resurgence of women’s writing.
Examining the emergence of the new publishing houses of Mondadori and Bompiani, I will
discuss how the developments in the publishing industry worked to the advantage of
women, from the increased use of marketing to the establishment of literary awards, and I
will conclude with an examination of the ways in which the press catered for the female
reading public, from a wave of new women’s periodicals to the refashioning of newspapers

to attract a wider female readership.

1.2 THE PERCEPTION OF WOMEN’S WRITING PRIOR TO 1930

1.2.1 The pre-war period and the pericolo roseo

The period which spanned 1880 to the First World War witnessed a sharp rise in the
number of female writers as those women who had benefited from the opening up of
secondary and university education came of age and the rapid industrialisation of northern
Italy resulted in women entering the workforce in greater numbers.! Influenced by the
movements for social reform, a new generation of female writers came to the fore, who
sought to portray the changing role of women in their work. They included Marchesa
Colombi, the pen-name of Maria Antonietta Torriani, whose novel In risaia (1885)
depicted a young woman’s failure to find a husband due to the disfiguring disease which
she contracted in the rice fields of the Po Valley; Matilde Serao, one of the most respected
writers and journalists of her day, who founded and edited the Neapolitan newspaper 1/
Giorno, and penned critically acclaimed novels such as 7/ paese di Cuccagna (1891), which
chonicled the social ills of Neapolitan life; and Sibilla Aleramo, whose autobiographical
novel Una donna (1906) brought its author great notoriety through its depiction of a

woman abandoning her husband and young son in her quest for independence and self-

I Women were first admitted to university in Italy in 1874 and secondary education was extended to
women in 1883. Although the Casati Law of 1859 had mandated two years of elementary education for girls,
the law was not strictly enforced and, it was not until 1883, with the opening of grammar schools and
technical colleges to both sexes, that female illiteracy levels began to decline significantly. For an overview of
the expansion of female education in post-Unification Italy, see Judith Jeffrey Howard, ‘Patriot Mothers in the
Post-Risorgimento: Women after the Italian Revolution’, in Women, War, and Revolution, ed. by Carol R.
Berkin and Clara M. Lovett (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1980), pp. 237-58 (pp. 241-44).
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definition. Breaking free from the traditional female sphere of children’s fiction,
pedagogical works, and lyric poetry, these women redrew the parameters of women’s
writing, analysing female experience and social reality with intellectual rigour and making
inroads into what had been regarded as male territory.?

The example of writers such as Serao, who could earn up to 600 lire a month from her
work, inspired many young women to seek their fortune with their pen.3 Compared with
teaching, where the average annual wage for a female school teacher at the turn of the
century was just 1350 lire, writing seemed a more lucrative career, even though the reality
was very different for most. ‘In Italia, una buona sarta guadagna sempre piu di una buona
scrittrice affaticandosi meno’, as Jolanda, the editor of the women’s magazine Cordelia,
cautioned her readers.# The perceived drab provincialism of a teaching career also had little
to recommend it when compared with the glamorous lifestyle associated with fiction-
writing, as authors such as Contessa Lara fuelled the myth of celebrity by dramatising their
eventful lives in their fiction, and the impassioned cry of the teenage protagonist in Barbara
Allason’s Quando non si sogna piu (1920), ‘io voglio diventare una scrittrice, [...] neanche
un istante penserd a insegnare, [...] insegnare vuol dire disseccarsi, spremersi’, was
symptomatic of a period in which the pen represented ‘il preferito compagno spirituale
della donna’, in the words of Jolanda (/I libro delle signore, p. 521).5 Eager to seek their
name in print, and encouraged in their endeavours by the new fashion for literary
competitions in the press, the ranks of women writers swelled. ‘Le donne che scrivono, da
un piccolo, modesto gruppo, sono in pochi anni diventate legione’, declared Jolanda (I/

libro delle signore, p. 521), while the critic Renato Serra remarked in 1914: ‘Chi ¢ che

2 For an overview of the work of women writers during this period, see With a Pen in Her Hand: Women
and Writing in Italy in the Nineteenth Century and Beyond, ed. by Verina R. Jones and Anna Laura Lepschy
(Leeds: Society for Italian Studies, 2000); Lucienne Kroha, The Woman Writer in Late-Nineteenth-Century
Italy; A History of Women'’s Writing in Italy, ed. by Letizia Panizza and Sharon Wood; and Sharon Wood,
Italian Women's Writing 1860-1994 (London: Athlone Press, 1995).

3 In her biography of the Neapolitan writer, Matilde Serao (Turin: UTET, 1965), Anna Banti describes
how, by 1882, Serao could count on 600 lire a month from her fiction and journalism (p. 34).

4 Jolanda, Eva Regina. Il libro delle signore: consigli e norme di vita femminile contemporanea (Milan:
Amaldo De Mohr, 1907), p. 522.

For details of female salaries in the teaching profession, see Michela De Giorgio, Le italiane dall’Unita a
oggi: modelli culturali e comportamenti sociali (Rome: Laterza, 1992), pp. 465-68.

5 Barbara Allason, Quando non si sogna pit (Milan: Sonzogno, 1920), pp. 11-12.

Contessa Lara, the pseudonym of Evelina Cattermole Mancini, was a dramatic personality in the late-
nineteenth-century literary world. Having dramatised the duel between her husband and her lover in
L’innamorata (1892), she in turn was shot dead by the young lover she had threatened to abandon.
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scrive? [...] L’esercizio della penna — si puo¢ dire che appartenga oramai in proprio alle
donne.’6

The sharp rise in the number of women writers was accompanied by a corresponding
growth in female readership, as higher literacy levels, together with increased leisure time,
resulted in a growing female market for fiction. With female literacy levels increasing
steadily in post-Unification Italy, from nineteen per cent in 1861 to fifty-eight per cent in
1911, and working hours having become more regulated due to the mechanisation of work
practices, greater numbers of women from the lower classes joined the reading public and a
new thirst developed for fiction which combined escapism with the new reality of women’s
lives.” Seeking to capitalise on this lucrative market, the publishing industry began to focus
increasingly on letteratura amena for a female readership and it pandered to modern tastes
by creating series devoted to popular and romantic fiction. This in turn led to aspiring
writers being attracted to popular fiction due to the public’s seemingly insatiable appetite
for the sentimental romances of Daisy di Carpenetto and the schoolgirl novels of Jolanda,
and the subsequent financial security which it conferred. In the wake of this tide of popular
female fiction, the appellation letteratura femminile took hold, which not only denoted
fiction destined for a female audience but implied a genre of clichéd, sentimental prose.
The term femminile became widely associated with a populist, formulaic style, which
displayed weakness of form and excessive emotion, and, as such, it stood in opposition to
the Crocean concept of the virile, which denoted creative power and an intellectual style.

The increasing number of women on the literary scene was accompanied by growing
consternation among the male literary establishment, who viewed the ranks of female
writers with a mixture of fear and disdain. Although the actual percentage of female writers
remained low, the Gazzetta Ufficiale del Regno recording that out of a total of 10,532
literary works completed in the years 1902 to 1909, only five per cent were by women (De
Giorgio, p. 395), their strong presence was a cause for concern both in terms of the force
they represented and the quality of their work, which was considered to be in indirect
proportion to its perceived high volume. ‘C’¢ da impensiersi, come fanno taluni,
dell’invadente concorrenza della donna nella letteratura narrativa?’ asked Luigi Capuana,

one of Italy’s most influential critics, about the phenomenon of letteratura femminile in

6 Renato Serra, ‘Le donne’, in Le Lettere (Rome: La Voce, 1920), pp. 222-24 (p. 222).
7 Statistics relating to female literacy in post-Unification Italy can be found in Howard, ‘Patriot Mothers
in the Post-Risorgimento’, p. 241, and De Giorgio, p. 412.
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Nuova Antologia of 1 January 1907. While concluding that the actual number of women
did not pose a threat, Capuana was nonetheless disparaging about their literary output,
basing his argument on the tenet that women did not possess the intellect to produce
original work. ‘Scrittrici di romanzi [...] esistono unicamente perché ci sono stati gli
intelletti mascolini che hanno aperto la via’, he stated. ‘Nessuna donna al mondo ha mai
fatto quel che essi hanno fatto; I’intelletto immaginativo ¢ mascolino.’® This view was
echoed by Luciano Zuccoli, writing in the Corriere della Sera in March 1911, who warmed
about the dangers of women taking over the publishing industry, which, in the now well-
known epithet, he referred to as the pericolo roseo. Citing some of the most popular
novelists of the period, such as Flavia Steno and Térésah, he argued that women’s literary
output was inherently inferior to that of their male peers and the lack of substance in their
work resulted from their inexperience of the world.

This belief that women were incapable of creative thought was symptomatic of a
period which had witnessed a proliferation of sociological and anthropological treatises on
gender difference. Foremost among the theorists who held sway were Paul Julius Moebius,
whose Uber den physiologischen Schwachsinn des Weibes (1898) was translated into
Italian in 1904 as L ’inferiorita mentale della donna, and Otto Weininger, whose Geschlect
und Charakter (1903) was published as Sesso e carattere in 1912, both men upholding the
Aristotelian precept that men were the creators and women the created. ‘Il creare,
I’inventare nuovi metodi riesce impossibile alla donna’, Moebius asserted, while Weininger
dismissed women’s creative achievements out of hand. ‘There is not a single woman in the
history of thought [...] who can be truthfully compared with men of fifth or sixth-rate
genius’, he declared, and he went on to define genius strictly in terms of the male: ‘A
female genius is a contradiction in terms, for genius is simply intensified, perfectly
developed, universally conscious maleness.” Women who strayed from a fixed gendered
identity and pursued an intellectual path were considered an anomaly and branded ‘sexually

intermediate forms’ (p. 65). Weininger illustrated his theory using the examples of George

8 Luigi Capuana’s essay has been republished as Letteratura femminile, ed. by Giovanna Finocchiaro
Chimirri (Catania: CUECM, 1988), pp. 19 and 20-21.

9 Paul Julius Moebius, L ’inferiorita mentale della donna, trans. by Ugo Cerletti (Turin: Bocca, 1924),
p. 17.

Otto Weininger, Sex and Character, authorised anonymous translation from the 6™ German edn (London:
Heinemann, 1910), pp. 69 and 189.
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Sand and George Eliot, whose masculine appearance and mannerisms precluded ‘all
womanly grace’ (p. 67).

The influence of social theorists such as Weininger and Moebius was pervasive in
literary criticism of the period. Not only was women’s writing deemed intuitive rather than
intellectual but work which defied these stereotypes was considered masculine in style and
women who displayed such qualities were labelled virile, a term which denoted creative
power but brought their femininity into question. The praise that critically acclaimed
writers such as Matilde Serao and Ada Negri received thus came at the expense of their
gender for their literary talent was considered a product of their masculine intellect and, as
such, was incompatible with a feminine nature. Serao was described as ‘quasi virile’ by
Capuana, while Verga branded her a hermaphrodite, his admiration for her work being at
odds with his negative view of women writers as a whole. ‘Debbo confessarvelo, non abbia
molta fede nelle donne scrittrici, o meglio nel loro valore artistico’, he wrote in a letter to
Paola Greppi in 1890, ‘la Serao eccettuata perch’¢ ermafrodita.’ (cited in Kroha, p. 4) Even
Benedetto Croce, who was perhaps the most sympathetic critic to women’s literature during
this period, reverted to gender stereotyping in his profile of the poet Ada Negri. Describing
the seeming haste with which Negri produced her work and her lack of attention to the final
editing process, in an essay on the author dating from 1906, he compared the creation of a
literary work to the birth of a child, and claimed that women needed to give the same

attention to literary production as they did to reproduction:

Sembra che le donne, valenti a svolgere in s¢ per nove mesi un germe di vita, a
partorirlo travagliosamente, ad allevarlo con un’intelligente pazienza [...] siano
di solito incapaci di regolari gestazioni poetiche: i loro parti artistici sono quasi
sempre prematuri: anzi, alla concezione segue istantanea la délivrance e il
neonato € poi gettato sulla strada, privo di tutti quegli aiuti di cui avrebbe
bisogno. (La letteratura della nuova Italia, p. 352)

The prejudice faced by the woman writer in turn-of-the-century Italy was thus
considerable. Perceived as a usurper in the male preserve of literature, she was deemed part
of an invading force which was overrunning the publishing industry and which posed a
threat to the established male order. Defined exclusively by her gender, her work was
judged according to predetermined characteristics rather than on its literary merit, and she
was faced with a stark choice: either to prove her worth as an honorary man, thereby
earning herself the label virile, or risk being relegated to the subculture of popular romantic

fiction and having her work dismissed as letteratura femminile.
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1.2.2 The post-war period and the scribacchine

In the years following the First World War, the status of women’s writing fared little
better. As patterns of female sexual behaviour began to change in the aftermath of the war,
the sentimental style of pre-war women’s fiction became charged with a new eroticism in
the manner of the popular novelist Guido Da Verona. Between 1914 and 1922, Da Verona
was the single most widely read author in Italy and the fast-paced erotic style he used in his
best-selling Mimi Bluette, fiore del mio giardino (1916) and Sciogli la treccia, Maria
Maddalena (1920) found favour among a wide number of female writers, including Carola
Prosperi, Mura, and Amalia Guglielminetti, who in turn found a receptive audience among
a generation of post-war women, who looked to novels such as Prosperi’s Amore amore
(1920) and Guglielminetti’s Quand’avevo un amante (1919) for escapism and the
representation of modern sexuality.!® With the growth in popularity of the genre came
further stigmatisation of women’s writing, however, as female literature came to be
associated with sexually charged fiction, as can be seen in a review of La casa venduta
(1930) by Bianca De Maj, who was praised for distancing herself from the erotic themes
which underpinned women’s fiction: ‘Mentre la letteratura femminile, per il consueto, va
alla ricerca di temi erotici e passionali, piacciono alla De Maj le umili tragedie della vita
quotidiana.’!!

Not only was women’s writing deemed immoral but it continued to attract charges of
plagiarism and lack of literary worth. ‘La donna scrittrice [...] dimostra una facilita a tutta
prova a utilizzare all’infinito i residui della peggiore letteratura maschile’, remarked Pietro
Pancrazi in his 1918 study of contemporary writers, and he went on to declare: ‘E difficile
immaginare, in letteratura, una cosa piu mortificante delle scritture delle donne
contemporanee.’'? Luigi Tonelli was equally disparaging, claiming that the majority of
women writers did nothing more than imitate their male colleagues: ‘Imitano, ricalcano le
orme segnate dagli uomini, ripetono le intuizioni di questi, magari diluendole e

guastandole.’!? Even the newly launched women’s periodicals, which showed considerable

10 For an examination of Da Verona’s work, see I best seller del ventennio: il regime e il libro di massa,
ed. by Gigliola De Donato and Vanna Gazzola Stacchini (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1991), pp. 77-82; and
Michele Giocondi, Lettori in camicia nera: narrativa di successo nell 'Italia fascista (Messina: D’ Anna,
1978), pp. 53-69.

11 E. Rho, ‘Bianca De Maj: La casa venduta’, Leonardo, 1930, pp. 523-24 (p. 523).

12 pietro Pancrazi, ‘Attrattiva di Annie Vivanti’, in Scrittori d’oggi (Bari: Laterza, repr. 1946), pp. 8-13
(pp. 9 and 8).

13 Luigi Tonelli, ‘Rassegna letteraria’, Almanacco della donna italiana, 1922, pp. 239-55 (p. 239).
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support for female cultural production, as I will discuss later in the chapter, retained a bleak
view of female fiction in the early 1920s. Having launched a competition for a short story
to encourage the development of new female literary talent, the 1923 Almanacco della
donna italiana announced that it would not be awarding any prizes as none of the
manuscripts were worthy of publication. ‘I piu erano indizio di una leggerezza e di
un’incoscienza imperdonabile, pochi mostravano qualche segno di temperamento artistico’,
remarked its editor, Silvia Bemporad, with some regret.!4

This typecasting of women’s literature was exacerbated during the late 1920s by the
growing tendency in women’s writing towards personal confession. Influenced by
autobiographical works, such as Ada Negri’s Stella mattutina (1921) and Sibilla Aleramo’s
Una donna (1906), which was republished in 1919 and 1921, female writers adopted first-
person narratives to describe the reality of women’s lives from their own experience. By
the late 1920s, this practice was so widespread that many critics regarded autobiography as
endemic in women’s writing, the critic Camillo Pellizzi referring to ‘il bacillo
dell’autobiografia’ being rife among female writers.!5 Pellizzi’s view that women’s writing
was riddled with excessive emotion and self-revelation was echoed by his contemporaries.
Female novelists were accused of letting emotion dictate their work. ‘Gran prevenzioni
contro la letteratura femminile’, warned Giannino Zanelli in his article on the state of
women’s literature in 1930, and he continued: ‘La piu seria accusa ¢ che le donne sanno
difficilmente sciogliersi dagli schemi autobiografici, raccontano cio¢ come sentono, come
vivono, spesso impotenti a creare quel distacco fra materia e forma che permette la
poesia.’16 Corrado Pavolini, writing in L'ltalia che scrive in 1925, bemoaned the fact that
women’s writing tended towards unstructured autobiography, while Mario Gastaldi claimed
that women were rarely concerned with method in their work. ‘La premessa necessaria per
l'opera d'arte [...] sono la ricerca e la disciplina, cio¢ il metodo. Raramente quest'ultima se
lo impongono le donne’, he affirmed in his study of contemporary female writers, Donne
luce d’Italia (1930).17

14 Silvia Bemporad, ‘Prefazione’, Almanacco della donna italiana, 1923, pp. V-VII (p. VII).

15 Camillo Pellizzi, Le lettere italiane del nostro secolo (Milan: Libreria d’Italia, 1929), p. 77.

For a discussion of the autobiographical form in women’s writing of the ventennio, see chapter two in
Robin Pickering-lazzi, Politics of the Visible: Writing Women, Culture, and Fascism (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1997), pp. 57-88.

16 Giannino Zanelli, ‘Libri di donne: 1930°, Almanacco di Cordelia, 1931, pp. 56-63 (p. 56).

17 Mario Gastaldi, Donne luce d’Italia (Pistoia: Grazzini, 1930), p. 87.
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As the Fascist regime tightened its grip during the mid-1920s, the debate about
women’s writing became fuelled with anti-emancipationist rhetoric, which recast
femininity in terms of maternity and domesticity. Latent prejudice about gender and
creative ability came to the fore once again and this was combined with a new impetus to
assign clearly defined gendered characteristics to both sexes. Intellect and logic were
deemed the property of the male, encompassed in the term virile, and female writers who
displayed such traits in their work received cautious praise for the quality of their work but,
at the same time, muted condemnation for their lack of femininity. At the other extreme,
writers who displayed intuition and sensitivity were applauded for being squisitamente
femminile but the quality of their work was deemed lesser for its implied lack of originality
and excessive display of emotion. In the former category was Grazia Deledda, ‘la scrittrice
“virile” per eccellenza’, in the words of Silvio Pellegrino, due to ‘la mancanza [...] in lei, di
quegli sfoghi di gracile sentimentalismo e romanticheggiamento’; and Margherita Sarfatti,
who wrote, according to Goffredo Bellonci, ‘con maschio vigor di stile’.!® In the latter
category were Daisy di Carpenetto, hailed as ‘squisitamente femminile’ by Luigi Tonelli,
and Sibilla Aleramo, who was ‘tutta donna’, in the words of Corrado Pavolini.!® Women
writers thus found themselves caught in a double bind: either applauded for their literary
ability, with its connotations of masculinity, or praised for their feminine style, which
implied a lesser literary achievement; they could not be both writers and women.

Not only was women'’s literary style held up to close scrutiny but their very presence
on the literary stage was called into question as increasing pressure was placed on them to
fulfil their maternal and domestic duties. This repressive attitude had already surfaced at the
start of the decade when Luigi Tonelli called for women to abandon their literary
pretensions and return to the home. ‘La donna va incoraggiata a vivere bene, non a fare
della letteratura’, he stated in the 1922 Almanacco della donna italiana. ‘Va aiutata ad
essere buona sposa ed ottima madre, non a diventare una vuota ed inutile “notorieta”” (p.
255). Giuseppe Ravegnani, writing in 1930, appealed for a similar return to gender-specific

roles, dismissing the modern habit among female writers to ‘infilare i pantaloni’ and

18 Silvio Pellegrino, Appunti di storia letteraria e civile italiana (Turin: Gambino, 1939), pp. 83 and 88.
Goffredo Bellonci, ‘Margherita Sarfatti: Il Palazzone’, La Fiera letteraria, 23 June 1929, p. 1.

19 Luigi Tonelli, ‘Profili: Daisy di Carpenetto’, L Italia che scrive, 1931, pp. 265-66 (p. 265).

Corrado Pavolini, ‘Profili: Sibilla Aleramo’, L Italia che scrive, 1925, pp. 133-34 (p. 133).
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