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Abstract

This thesis explores various redefinitions of the notions of tradition and

modernity in the Italian critical debates of the 1920s.
In the years immediately following the war and throughout the 1920s the problem of
the redefinition of the concepts of tradition and modernity appears to acquire pre-

eminence within the critical debates. In the general atmosphere ot the post-war

“return to order” and with a widespread feeling that the end of the war coincides with
the beginning of a new epoch, many artists and intellectuals feel the necessity of
redefining the terms of critical judgement in relation to the changed cultural
circumstances. In this context, the definition of modernity 1s gradually deprived of its
associations with the concepts of “the new” and progress and becomes strictly
interrelated with the notion of a return to tradition, interpreted as the continuation of
the dialogue with the past, which was interrupted by pre-war avant-garde artistic and
literary excesses. Particular emphasis 1s placed on the varying politicization of these
concepts and their redefinition in terms of nationalism and internationalism.

The complexities, contradictions and ambiguities created by such redefinitions are
explored through the analysis of the periodicals Valori Plastici, La Ronda, Critica
Fascista, Il Selvaggio, 900, 1l Baretti and Solaria, and of the critical work of Eugenio
Montale, Ardengo Soffici and Luigi Pirandello, three very important figures, who are
significant participants in 1920s debates and have a prominent role in shaping the
culture of the decade.

The notion of debate, within which the analysis of the concepts of tradition and

modernity 1s inscribed, 1s broadly interpreted, taking into account the milieu of the



Lo

cultura militante during the inter-war period.

The 1ssues treated are problematized in the light of present-day scholarly debates,

with a view to repositioning the material analysed and furthering such debates.
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Introduction

In an article published in the periodical I/ Baretti in 1925 Giuseppe Sciortino writes :

Defini meglio, la guerra, uno stato diffuso di cose che ci ha fatto [...]
caratterizzare 1’epoca moderna come epoca della critica. Perché, in
quanto alla critica, ¢ stata notevole una maggiore chiarezza, uno
sveltimento de1 mezzi1 formali, uno sfrondamento degli inutili apparati
eruditi, un sintetismo scabro € severo - qualita che spesso mancavano alla
vecchia critica |[...]

[La nuova critica [...] nelle sue migliori manifestazioni ci ha dato la

sensazione sicura di un progresso € non di un regresso, di una conquista

degna di nota e non di una incalcolabile perdita.’

This statement gives a clear indication of critics’ self-perception in the post-
war period. The new epoch 1s perceived as a period of change, and criticism, whose
“militant” tradition is still strongly felt, is determined to play an important part in
shaping the cultural profile of its time. In his detailed study of the Italian literary
landscape between the wars, the scholar and critic Giuseppe Langella stresses the
importance in that period of literary and cultural periodicals, magazines and journals
in the creation of a cultura militante -as distinct and independent from the cultura
accademica- characterized by its modernity, extreme up-to-dateness, polemical
attitude, occasional eccentricity and a lively, accessible style. The specificity of such
a ‘militant’ culture lies 1n the context in which it 1s produced. Langella outlines the
importance of the atmosphere almost of “collectivity” which characterizes the critical
production of most periodicals, often, he argues, born from

suggeriment1 epistolari, scoperte in libreria, scambi di opinioni,

discussioni animate; nacque sui tavolini dei caffé, nelle lunghe
passeggiate per 1 corsl, negli uffici redazionali di qualche casa editrice,



addirittura in tipografia e, perché no, visto che di ventennio fascista si

tratta, presso qualche locale di partito. Non si ha idea dell’importanza che

ebbero, nella produzione della cultura, 1 contatti diretti, 1 viaggi continui,

gli interminabili colloqui. Molta parte di essa ebbe un’origine orale, e

reca ancora l’impronta delle conversazioni preliminari[...]: quasl

un’elaborazione collettiva [...] di cu1 1l saggio [...], la prosa d’arte [...],

I’esercizio letterario [...] dovevano essere il naturale prolungamento......2

The tradition of a militant culture, the existence of a notion of critica militante,
inherited from the pre-war cultural scene, the flourishing of the periodicals and the
consequent character of immediacy and almost “orality” that these elements give to
the critical production of the period reflects, as Langella notices, the constant and
continuous discussions and exchanges between the protagonists of the literary arena
of the time. The result of such a mode of operating 1s the sense of an ongoing
“debate”, which 1involves all the intellectuals engaged in the “making” of culture :
1deas, positions and concepts are constantly questioned and discussed, both within
and between different periodicals and groups. This ongoing discussion often takes the
form of formal debates, purposely promoted by single periodicals in order to discuss
or clarify what is perceived to be an important i1ssue ; such debates frequently aim at
representing a spectrum of opinions rather than establishing a consensual view.

However, 1t i1s often the case that the debate 1s expressed by the mere
coexistence of various groups representing different positions on specific topics.
There seems to be, on the part of the intellectuals, a constant feeling of confrontation
and challenge, of being in an arena (and this may also partially be explained by the
fact that there 1s, in fact, considerable exchange of contributors among periodicals
and that periodicals often publish work by intellectuals of completely opposite

political and 1deological positions); such an impression is so strong and pervasive

that the debate takes place not only on a synchronic level, that is among
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contemporary groups, but also on a diachronic level : the discussion often revolves,
in fact, around the positions and methods of preceding periodicals and movements,
so as almost to establish a dialogue between the present and the immediate past.

The fact that a substantial amount of critical activity in the inter-war years 1s
conducted by way of periodicals’, which are often very short-lived (sometimes only a
year or even a few months), gives the sense of a certain fluidity in the development of
1deas : concepts are questioned and redefined according to the constant shifts and

changes that take place not only in the cultural sphere but also in the political arena.

In the years immediately following the war and throughout the 1920s the
problem of the redefinition of the concepts of tradition and modernity appears to
acquire pre-eminence within the critical debate. In the general atmosphere of the
post-war “return to order” and with a widespread feeling that the end of the war
coincides with the beginning of a new epoch, many artists and intellectuals feel 1t 1s
necessary to redefine the terms of critical judgement in relation to these changed
circumstances. In this respect, Lia Fava Guzzetta observes (she refers in particular to
La Ronda but the observation could apply to most groups of intellectuals in the post-
war period) that after the war ‘essi [the rondisti] [...] proprio per essere sopravvissuti
hanno in ogni caso un problema, se non altro, di continuazione.”* In this context,
establishing a notion of “modern”, how to relate to literary and artistic tradition and
how such tradition should be defined become key 1ssues in the literary and artistic
debates.

The debates, periodicals and authors chosen for this thesis, have been
selected, without having any pretension to exhaustiveness, as significant examples of

some tendencies in the redefinition of the concepts of literary and artistic tradition
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and modernity within the cultura militante of the 1920s. The aim of the project is to
explore various appropriations of these two concepts by groups of intellectuals of
different cultural and political tendencies during the Twenties. The specific concepts
of “tradition” and “modernity” have been chosen, as they emerge as key notions in
the cultural debates in the years following the first World War and throughout the
1920s, and acquire particular importance in early debates on fascist culture. The
analysis of the treatment of these concepts aims to explore their various valuations
and ways in which their received and established perception is challenged and
subverted. From the point of view of the redefinition of the notions of tradition and
modernity the 1920s seem to represent a crucial decade: after the end of the war, in
fact, the general atmosphere of a “return to order”, followed by the rise of fascism,
impose a process of rethinking of these concepts according to the new circumstances.

Some 1mportant factors are taken into account in the analysis ot the post-war
interrelationship between tradition and modernity : the notion of “palingenesis”,
deriving from the idea that the end of the war coincided with the beginning of a new
epoch ; the widespread feeling that the pre-war avant-garde (futurist in particular)
theorization of modernity is no longer adequate as the expression of the new Italian
artistic situation and that it 1s necessary to redetfine the concept in anti-avant-garde
terms ; the rise of fascism and the consequent necessity of shaping a cultural identity
for the new regime, which requires the elaboration of an aesthetics of revolution and
order at the same time; the need felt by groups of anti-fascist or intentionally neutral
intellectuals to provide an alternative to the increasing pervasiveness of fascist
culture.

The research conducted in this thesis draws on recent studies on the

connection between pre-war avant-garde culture and fascist ideology, on concepts
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such as “nationalist modernism”, “reactionary modernism’”, and ‘“fascist
modernism”, elaborated by historians and cultural historians in recent years, and on
studies on the crisis of the avant-garde in the inter-war period (with particular
reference to the visual arts), which challenge established perceptions and clear-cut
definitions of the concepts of tradition and modernity and explore 1ssues of continuity
and rupture between the culture of the pre-war and immediate post-war years. The
terms “tradition” and “modernity” have been analysed according to a cultural-
historical approach, with particular emphasis on their historical provenance and their
relationship to pre-war culture. The texts and authors chosen are representative of

specific cultural and political tendencies throughout the Twenties.

The notion that periodicals have a major part in shaping the culture of the
inter-war years has been acknowledged to such an extent that major studies on the
journals of the 1920s and 1930s, such as those by Giorgio Luti and Giuseppe
Langella, are entitled, respectively, La letteratura del ventennio fascista and Il secolo
delle riviste, titles which highlight the importance attributed by the scholars to the
magazines in the understanding of the literary history of the twentieth century.

After World War II, the period that has devoted most critical attention to
periodicals has been that going from the second half of the 1960s (the first edition of
Giorgio Luti’s important study La letteratura del ventennio fascista —entitled
Cronache letterarie fra le due guerre- dates back to 1966) to the beginning of the
1980s. Those are also the years in which many periodicals are reprinted : particularly
relevant to the topic of this thesis are La Rivoluzione Liberale (Parma, 1967); Valori
Plastici (Milano, 1969); La Voce 1914-1916 (Milano: 1969); Lacerba (Milano,

1970); La Raccolta (Milano, 1970); Il Selvaggio (Firenze, 1976); Il Baretti (Torino:
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1977). Those are also the years in which many anthologies or studies containing
substantial anthological sections are published. Among the best-known are the
anthology of La Ronda, by Giuseppe Cassiert (1969), the book by Giuliano
Manacorda, Letteratura e cultura del periodo fascista (1974), Le Riviste di Strapaese
e Stracitta. Il Selvaggio, L’Italiano, “900” by Luciano Troisio (1975), and Le riviste
del periodo fascista by Anna Panicali (1978). Other anthologies and collections of
documents worth mentioning, published before the end of the 1960s and, before
reprints were published, often used as primary sources for studies on periodicals
sometimes almost impossible to find>, are Il Selvaggio di Mino Maccari by Carlo
Ludovico Ragghiant1 (1955), the Antologia di Solaria by Enzo Siciliano (1958), the
Archivi del futurismo, edited by Maria Drudi Gambillo and Teresa Fior1 (1938), and
Le riviste di Piero Gobetti by Lelio Basso (1961). Evidence of the renewed 1nterest in
the periodicals and its founders i1s also the 1974 edition of Massimo Bontempelli’s
L ’Avventura novecentista, edited and introduced by Ruggero Jacobbi, the first re-
edition since 1938, when the book was first published.

The most comprehensive studies on the periodicals, which present a critical
yet ample overview on the militant culture of the inter-war years, are a product of the
renewed interest on this subject developed in the late 1960s and 1970s. These books
are still the starting point for any study involving the periodicals between the wars, as
no extensive study on that topic has been published since. They are Giorgio Luti’s La
letteratura del ventennio fascista (1972), Luisa Mangoni’s L interventismo della
cultura (1974), and Giuseppe Langella’s I/ secolo delle riviste (1982).

Giorgio Luti’s seminal study is concerned with establishing the relationship
between fascism and intellectuals, in terms of complicity, consensus and dissent. For

this reason, his assessment of the cultural worth of certain periodicals often contains
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elements almost of justification or condemnation, depending on their political stance.
Luti’s work seems also slightly affected by a sort of “regional” bias, in the sense that
the scholar seems inclined to “defend” the products of Tuscan culture. That is the
case of Il Selvaggio, whose “moralizing” role within fascist culture is highlighted to
such an extent that the periodical i1s described as almost ‘ingenuo’ in its ‘opera di
demolizione e forza d’interna corrosione’ and is ultimately defined as ‘il moralista’
that becomes ‘1l vero critico del costume fascista’®, while, for instance the Roman
900 1s vehemently criticized.

Although very thorough and comprehensive, Mangoni’s study 1s mainly
historical and i1t concentrates on the political reasons and implications of artistic
positions (the title, L’interventismo della cultura, 1s significant in this sense).
Specific aesthetic questions are neglected or do not receive much attention by the
scholar, who often offers schematic readings of the aesthetic implications of
theoretical statements.

Langella’s study i1s the most comprehensive and it highlights the various
facets of the literary and political positions behind the periodicals. The broad theme
of the volume -the statuto letterario- allows the scholar to provide an analysis of
various “sub-themes”, which offers a comprehensive view of the cultural landscape
in the inter-war years. In addition, although 1t explores, together with achievements,
ambiguities and contradictions of the various periodicals, Langella’s book does not
seem to manifest a specific bias, or a need to justify certain positions or to condemn
others. However, being a product of its time, the book does not seem to be set out to
challenge established aesthetic categories. It is still a type of study in the same

tradition as those by Luti and Mangoni, to which it often refers.
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The 1990s witnessed a new wave of interest in the culture of the inter-war
years. In particular, the beginning of the 1990s saw the publication of various
collections of critical writings. Giuseppe Bottai’s La Politica delle arti. Scritti, 1918-
1943, edited by Alessandro Masi (1992), and Ardengo Soffici’s Estetica e politica.
Scritti critici 1920-1940, edited by Simonetta Bartolini (1993), have been particularly
useful for this thesis. Also, at the beginning of 1990s the publication of a series of
studies on the relationship between fascism and culture have challenged established
critical categories, thereby paving the way for a new methodological approach to the
culture of the 1920s and 1930s.

Although these studies belong mainly to the field of history and cultural
history, rather than literature, and deal with aspects of inter-war culture from
different points of view, they all have a specific aspect in common, namely the
assumption that fascism and modernity are not antithetical concepts and, therefore,
that 1t 1s necessary to redefine the notion of modernity in terms that should no longer
be related to the 1deas of “progression”, “advancement”, or “progress”. These studies
are of particular interest for the development of the approach used for this thesis,
since as a result of them, notions such as “return to tradition”, modernity, classicita,
whose meaning has not been fundamentally challenged in the critical tradition,
become open to new interpretations.

Particularly important, in this respect, 1s Emilio Gentile’s seminal book Le
origini dell’ideologia fascista, first published in 1975 and re-published in 1996.
Gentile’s study highlights, from an historian’s point of view and in relation to the
birth of fascist 1deology, the role of pre-war avant-garde in shaping the ideology of

fascism, and above all the notion of fascism as part of the process of modernity.

Gentile also stresses the importance, in the interpretation of fascism as an alternative
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form of moderism, of the concept of “politicization of aesthetics”, which, in his
view, should be applied to fascism as much as that of “aesthetization of politics”,
famously used to describe fascism by Walter Benjamin in his essay The Work of Art
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” The problematization of this traditional
dichotomy has been used in this thesis to analyse the interaction between aesthetics
and politics 1n the first years of the regime, particularly in terms of the construction,
operated by fascist artists, of versions of fascism which appear to be based on
aesthetic as much as political concepts.®

The notion of fascism as a form of “alternative modernity” has also been
fruitfully developed during the 1990s by the historians Roger Griffin and Walter
Adamson. In his The Nature of Fascism (1991) Griffin stresses that the palingenetic
myth underlying fascist ideology makes it fundamentally anti-conservative, thereby
providing a model for an ‘alternative modernism’ rather than a rejection of
modernity. Griffin also interestingly suggests that when used in many studies of
fascism before the late 1970s, the definition ‘anti-modern’ ‘invariably betrays a set of
value judgements about what constitutes the i1deal path of modernization for societies
to follow and thus assumes a teleological myth of its own which makes it highly
dubious as a useful type for analysing alternative ideologies.’”

Walter Adamson has discussed extensively the relationship between pre-war

avant-garde movements and fascist 1deology, with particular reference to Florentine

culture both before the war and after the rise of fascism. In his book Avant-Garde
Florence. From Modernism to Fascism (1993) and in several articles written
throughout the 1990s™ the historian has analysed the link between the avant-garde

quest for a spiritual and cultural revolution, the way in which such a quest is



17

subsumed in the fascist movement, and how the pre-war internationalism and
experimentalism is replaced by a nationalist restoration of classical aesthetic values.
The relationship between modernity and totalitarianism in relation to German
nazism has been fruitfully analysed since the 1980s. Particularly relevant to the topic
of this thesis i1s Jeffrey Herf’s Reactionary Modernism. Technology, culture and
politics in Weimar and the Third Reich, published in 1984, which deals, from a
sociological point of view, with the incorporation of modern technology into the
cultural system of fundamentally romantic and antirational German nationalism (and
subsequently into Nazi 1deology). The author stresses how what he calls “reactionary
modernism”, namely ‘an aesthetic view of technology as comprising new, stable
forms that constituted beautiful alternatives to a flabby and chaotic bourgeois
order’'!, has affinities with both avant-garde modernism and the support of technical
innovation. Reactionary modernism views technology as the physical embodiment of
inner qualities rather than as the product of Positivism. The belief that modern
technology could be compatible ‘with immediacy, [...] life, soul, and feeling [...] with
the permanence of form over the transience of chaotic market; with the beauty of

authoritarian politics rather than with the confusion and lack of clarity of

12

parliamentary discussion’ “ results in an alternative version of modernity, in which

technological modernity and political reactionarism coexist.

As regards the relationship between aesthetics and politics, Andrew Hewitt’s
Fascist Modernism examines ‘the points of contiguity between a “progressive”
aesthetic practice and a “reactionary” political ideology.”’> Hewitt still retains the
notion of fascism as a fundamentally reactionary ideology. In this context he uses
Marinetti as an example of ‘the shift [...] away from a historically legitimated

aesthetic of inovation toward that avant-garde “simultaneity of the radically
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disparate”. Marinetti effects a rupture —the avant-garde’s break with modernism- that

cannot be reinscribed within a modernist temporality of progress’"”

, thereby
questioning a notion of modernity exclusively based on progression and progress.

The crisis of the notion of modernity in terms of progress/progression has
been analysed in the field of visual arts by Giuliana Tomasella in her book
Avanguardia in crisi nel dibattito artistico fra le due guerre (1995), in which the
scholar discusses the semantic shift that characterizes the definition of modernity in
the inter-war period, with particular reference to such artists as Soffici, Carra, Sironi,
Severinl. These artists are presented as examples of the crisis of the avant-garde
notion of modernity between the wars. Particularly significant are the scholar’s
observations on how, in a period of crisis of the avant-garde, the concept of
modernity becomes almost like an “empty container”, which, in the post-war context,
1s “filled” by new concepts, such as classicita, tradition, accessibility, popolarita.

All these studies point, from different points of view and 1n different fields,
to the necessity to redefine the parameters of modernity in the inter-war years, 1n
terms both of aesthetic theorization and artistic product. As has been seen, this has
partially been done in the field of visual arts.”> However, this kind of revision has not
been yet applied to the critical debate in the literary field. This 1s probably mainly due
to the fact that the periodicals have increasingly become a specialized area, with only
a few scholars working in the field. The interest in the periodicals of the inter-war
years, which characterized the 1960s and 1970s, 1s linked to a renewed interest in the
cultura militante of the fascist years, aiming at assessing the relationship between
fascism and culture and at evaluating the intellectuals’ i1nvolvement and

responsibilities in the creation of consensus. Such an interest has resulted in the

creation of a group of specialists, who since the ’60s and >70s have devoted their
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work to the study of militant culture through periodicals and journals, from that
specific angle. Although the work of these scholars is immensely valuable, the field
of the periodicals is still dominated by these figures, who, despite having provided an
enormous contribution to the history of literature and criticism in the twentieth
century, do not offer new critical perspectives.

Another factor which characterizes traditional studies on the periodicals is a
division between literature and the visual arts. Such a division usually results in a
lack of attention to their constant interrelationship in the critical and theoretical
debates between the wars. A significant example is that such a periodical as Valori

Plastici, despite 1ts strong theoretical influence on the literature of the 1920s, does

not normally appear in studies on inter-war periodicals, which normally focus on
journals mainly as part of literary history.'®

The result 1s not only that certain concepts have not undergone any challenge,
but that they have not been the object of any critical interest. In addition, specific
areas of the critical debate have been neglected by the critics, who may have so far
considered them “untouchable” or simply uninteresting, for their obvious association
with fascism, which makes them to a certain extent “unworthy” of critical attention

(1t 1s the case, for instance, of the Critica Fascista “Enquiry on fascist art”, analysed

in this thesis). As Alessandro Masi points out,

la storia e la letteratura artistica 1taliana del "900 dimostrano ancora gravi
ritardi di natura [...] “geologica”, dovuti all’esuberanza e alla quantita
delle stratificazioni epocali, alla moltitudine delle falde e, non ultimo, al
poco gradevole incarico degh studiosi di uscire, anche se per un breve
lasso d1 tempo, dal proprio territorio alla ricerca di nuove fonti."”
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The attempt to “step out of one’s own territory to look for new sources” has
been at the basis of the research carried out for this thesis. The above-mentioned
recent studies on history, cultural history, and art history, have provided a framework
for the questioning and discussion of the concepts of tradition and modernity from a
critical point of view which has so far not been adopted by literary critics.

Another important text that has provided some useful tools in the discussion
of modernity and which the Italian critical tradition has not usually applied to the
study of the periodicals has been Peter Biirger’s Theory of the Avant-garde. Although
Birger’s text 1s not totally comprehensive (for instance, it does not deal with the
specificity of Italian avant-garde movements), some of his definitions have been
applied to the material treated in this thesis and have provided a useful tool 1n the
identification of links between pre-war avant-garde and post-war aesthetics. In
particular, the definition, developed by Biirger, of avant-garde as attempting to
reconciliate art and life-praxis, and the notion of the avant-garde rejection of
individual production for individual reception'® have been used to discuss the legacy
of the avant-garde in post-war movements, and to explore the links between the
avant-garde project and the politicization of aesthetic issues in pre-fascist and early
fascist years.

The following description of the chapters of this thesis provides an
explanation for the selection of the texts, which cover a spectrum of positions in the
critical debate. The use of interdisciplinarity, of texts that have been explored, and of
texts that have not received critical attention has been applied to the creation of a
“map of modernity” in the 1920s, which draws on the interrelationship between its
concept and the redefinition of tradition, in the cultural context of rejection of pre-

war avant-garde discourse, return to order, rise and consolidation of fascism.
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Chapter One focuses on the analysis of the problematization of the concepts
of tradition and modernity in post-war critical debates and on their development
during the 1920s. In the years immediately after the end of the war the general feeling
among writers and intellectuals 1s that the futurist experience has exhausted its
artistic possibilities and has lost the potential to represent Italian artistic modernity.
The pervasive atmosphere of a call for order and a return to tradition forces
intellectuals to reposition themselves 1n relation to the use of tradition as a reference
and to rethink and problematize the definition of artistic modernity. The general
feeling is that i1t 1s necessary not so much to return to tradition but, “to continue
tradition”. The 1dea of continuity allows artists to conceive of a return to tradition not
as an act of regression, but of “reconstruction”, after the “destruction” (and self-
destruction) effected by the avant-garde. In this context, the notion of modernity 1s
detached from its association with the notions of “the new” and progress, and its
definition is increasingly intertwined with that of tradition, involving issues of
national cultural identity and such concepts as italianita and classicita, which are
appropriated by fascist culture in the second half of the decade and questioned by
anti-fascist culture.

Chapter Two focuses on redefinitions of the notion of classicita by the
periodicals Valori Plastici and La Ronda in the years between 1918 and 1922,
pervaded by the post-war atmosphere of a return to order. Although Valori Plastici
deals with the visual arts and La Ronda focuses on literature, both projects
concentrate on the restoration of an artistic and literary “order” based on the return to
art as mestiere, the recovery of “form” (both in art and literature) and style as against

the corruption ot technique represented by the excesses of the pre-war avant-garde
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(and, as far as La Ronda i1s concerned, also by D’Annunzio and Pascoli’s
“decadence”). Both periodicals base their cultural programme on a critique of the
modernity associated with the avant-garde project and on the redefinition of the
notion of classicita as the key to a new version of modernity. In particular, within
their project of the redefinition of a new modernity, they link the return to tradition
with the idea of “italianness”, which they perceive as connected to the notion of
“classical”. In this sense, 1t could be said that they are complementary, and that they
are evidence of the multifaceted character assumed by elaborations of the notion of

the classical in the immediate post-war years.

The two periodicals have been juxtaposed in the same chapter, not only
because they represent two expressions of the quest for a return to “order” and
mestiere 1n anti-avant-garde terms, but also as they are interesting examples of the
ambiguities and contradictions of associating the classical forms with a project of
modernity conceived in national terms, while claiming not to be involved 1n politics.
The periodicals also represent the lively interaction between literary and artistic
debates, which is not often acknowledged by traditional criticism. In particular, as far
as La Ronda is concerned, the emphasis in this thesis 1s placed on the ambiguities
and contradictions of its quest for modernity within the notion of the classical, rather
than on the conservatism which is traditionally attributed to the periodical, while
Valori Plastici has been chosen because it 1s a periodical, which, despite being
extremely rich and complex in theoretical terms, has only received scant critical
attention."” In addition, it is a periodical which is important in the development of

artistic and literary theory in the 1920s (the 900 movement 1s the most obvious

example).
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Chapter Three focuses on some appropriations of the concepts of tradition and
modernity from the point of view of the interrelation of aesthetics and politics in the
attempt to define fascist culture. With the rise of fascism intellectuals are confronted
with the 1ssue of the creation of a cultural identity for the new regime. As Mussolini
himselt declared in his 1926 speech in Perugia that a fascist art should be
‘tradizionalista € al tempo stesso moderna’ and that ‘bisogna creare, altrimenti

saremo gl sfruttator1 di un vecchio patrimonio’20

, a need 1s felt among the
intellectuals involved in the project of shaping fascist culture to define the essence of
fascist art in terms which would respond to such principles. In this context, the task
most intellectuals set for themselves is also to try to preserve a certain freedom for
artists and to prevent the creation of a state art. However, the involvement of many
artists 1n the creation of a cultural identity for the new regime is not only motivated
by their need to preserve an “organic” function within the dictatorship, but also by
the feeling of working towards the fulfilment of ideological aspirations which they
had nourished before the war and which are then transferred to definitions of
aesthetic and political concepts related to fascism.

The texts chosen for the analysis of the appropriation and redefinition of the
concepts of tradition and modernity within the fascist culture of the 1920s are the
contributions to the Debate on Fascist Art, published in the periodical Critica
Fascista between 1926 and 1927; the periodicals Il Selvaggio and 900 and the
Strapaese/Stracitta dispute, as representative of different tendencies within fascist
culture. The Debate on Fascist Art has been chosen as a significant example of
various attempts to define fascist art in terms of the interrelation of the concepts of

tradition, modernity and the nation. It has been selected for its importance and

relevance to the topic of this thesis, but also for its problematic character, both in
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itself -as a document of fascist aesthetics and fascist cultural politics during the first
years of the regime- and in terms of critical history: the Debate has in fact never been
analysed in its artistic content, but has always been considered as a historical
document.

As far as the analysis of I/ Selvaggio is concerned, the emphasis is placed on
the selvaggi’s presentation of ruralism as a form of true and ‘“healthy” Italian
modernity, which 1s opposed to the corrupting influence of urbanism and foreign
culture. 900’s project of modernity 1s analysed in the light of its theoretical
implications, which make 1t part of the fascist palingenetic aspirations. In the context
of the Strapaese/Stracitta dispute, Il Selvaggio 1s notoriously the main representative
of the Strapaese movement and has been analysed as a specific interpretation of the
relationship between tradition and modernity, investing both politics and culture.
900, on the other hand, with particular reference to the theoretical Preamboli, has
been chosen as it 1s the main target of the selvaggi’s polemical attacks. With its
subtle and precise theorization, the 1diosyncratic and provocative periodization it
proposes, and its concept of an art “for daily use”, 900 1s certainly an exponent of a
modernity that, although retaining links with avant-garde theorization, begins to
acknowledge the presence and the importance of the public and feels the need to
integrate in the world of production.

Chapter Four focuses on the interpretation of the notions of tradition and
modernity offered by the periodicals I/ Baretti and Solaria between 1924 and 1929. /]
Baretti, published 1in Turin between 1924 and 1928, is used to explore the use of the
idea of tradition by the liberal bourgeois intellectuals gathered around Piero Gobetti’s
political and cultural project of the involvement of the intellectuals in the rivoluzione

liberale and the creation of a new state.
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The group of 1l Baretti reads the return to tradition not in terms of style but in
ideological and moral terms as an alternative both to a nationalist appropriation of the
concept and to projects -such as that of La Ronda- which are exclusively interested in
looking at tradition from the point of view of form and in offering a version of the
[talian literary tradition as fundamentally disengaged. The cultural reference for I/
Baretti’s project 1s the Enlightenment, as a return to a specific tradition of
Europeanism which 1s opposed to the provincialism and nationalism of contemporary
culture.

Solaria’s project, started in 1926, partially inherits La Ronda and Il Baretti’s
legacies, which exercise a specific influence on the periodical particularly in its early
years. Such legacies imply that the solariani on the one hand retain La Ronda’s
concept of style and on the other they inherit from I/ Baretti the notion of the ethical
value of creating a European literature. The coexistence within the periodical of these
two tendencies allows the solariani to assume at times a critical attitude towards La
Ronda’s academicism and its elitist self-exclusion from any social commitment. For
Solaria the acknowledgement of the point of reference of national tradition is the key
to the creation of a modern, “European” literature. However, despite the legacy of //
Baretti, Solaria’s project of Europeanism, at least in the first years, presents certain
ambiguities, as the i1dea of Europe presented by the periodical is abstract, literary,
individualistic and fundamentally detached from the reality of the contemporary
social and political situation.

Eugenio Montale, as a contributor to both I/ Baretti and Solaria, represents a
significant link between the two projects. Montale’s critical work in the 1920s has

been chosen for his specific interpretation of the value of European modernity, which
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Montale sees as a common category whose teatures are identifiable internationally in
contemporary culture.

Chapter Five concentrates on the analysis of the critical work of a single
artist, Ardengo Soffici, rather than on specific debates. The development of Ardengo
Softict’s aesthetics throughout the 1920s is particularly relevant to the topic of this
thesis, since as a painter, writer and critic, he can be considered a major participant in
the literary and artistic debates of his time. Soffici has been chosen as he represents a
significant example of the gradual merging of aesthetics and politics which
characterizes many artists’ theorization during the first decade of the regime.
Particular emphasis 1s given to Soffict’s elaboration of the concepts of italianita and
classicita

Finally, Chapter Six focuses on Luigi Pirandello’s theoretical production
between 1918 and 1934. Although he does not directly participate 1in the debates,
Pirandello’s critical work has been chosen as it represents an important reference,
since he 1s one of the most representative exponents of the concept of modernity as a
condition of crisis which 1s both promoted and criticized throughout the 1920s,
according to different standpoints. He also i1s important for his theorization on
theatre, which presents his own version of the relationship between tradition and
modernity.

Particular emphasis is given to his detachment from Naturalism and to his
development of a concept of art based on the creation rather than the representation
of reality, which lead to an idiosyncratic interpretation of the notions of “the new”
and modernity. Attention 1s also given to Pirandello’s definition of the “new theatre”

as a theatre which cannot be separated from the Italian theatrical tradition, and whose
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character of novelty should derive from its being rooted in the national tradition

rather than being a mere imitation of foreign models.
Pirandello’s essays on Verga are analysed as an example of Pirandello’s
idiosyncratic relationship with the tradition of Naturalism and his attempt to redeem

Verga from the aesthetics of verismo.
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Chapter 1

REDEFINING TRADITION, RETHINKING MODERNITY :

CRITICAL DEBATES IN THE 1920s

Perché tutti siamo moderni [...] € non si pud non esser moderni :
c10 di cui s1 tratta ¢ di sapere che cosa si pone come segno caratteristico di

modernita e di civilta moderna...
(Ardengo Soffici, 1923)

In an article written for the periodical L’Ardito in 1921 Giuseppe Bottai

summarizes the feelings of many Italian artists and intellectuals :

Noi abbiamo compreso che se ¢’¢ una maniera moderna di vivere, quest’e
dominare la macchina, intensificando la vita intima, se ¢’¢ una sensibilita
moderna, quest’¢ soprelevazione ostinata, accanita dello spirito sulla
materia. Il mito progressista ¢ in rotta. Nel mondo fragoroso di officine e
fumante di ciminiere, 1’uomo risolleva la sua anima nel mistero infinito
dell’universo. E questo ¢ atteggiamento nuovo di vita. 1

In the same article Bottai also declares:

Eravamo partiti per la guerra con nel capo rombanti parole, come queste:
“un’automobile da corsa col suo cofano adorno di grossi tubi simili a
serpenti dall’alito esplosivo... un’automobile ruggente che sembra correre
sulla mitraglia, € piu bello della vittoria di Samotracia” [...] C1 si1amo visti
crollare, d’attorno, tutto quel meraviglioso castello che chiamavamo
progresso. Abbiamo capita la menzogna della civilta industriale [...]
[’appartenenza mia al futurismo ¢ stata un atto di fede; la nostra uscita €
stata un atto della medesima fede.

La nostra sensibilita [...] comprende che, oggi, il futurismo € 1n completo,
assoluto, irrimediabile contrasto con I’Italia balzata fuor1 dalla trincea.
Ebbene: noi sentiamo ch’oggi la necessaria e salutare rivoluzione anti-
tradizionale futurista sta per cessare, non gia per ritornare, come
vorrebbero alcuni. nella tradizione, ma per seguitare la tradizione: 1l che
¢ ben differente.”
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Bottal’s statements are symptomatic of a widespread feeling among
intellectuals in the years following the war. He had participated in the war as an
ardito and had joined the editorial board of the periodical Roma futurista in May
1919. In 1920, however, he had detached himself from Futurism. The social unrest of
1920 had made him realize that neither Futurism or arditismo was going to provide
valid political options for the reorganization of the State. His resignation from Roma
futurista and an exchange of letters between Bottai and Marinetti had marked the end
of Bottai’s futurist phase.’

In the post-war years Futurist artistic activity goes hand in hand with an
intense political activity. Indeed, it is Luciano De Maria’s view that the scission of
the Lacerba group and the war did not determine the end of Futurism, but rather a
turning point and ‘un cambio di guardia’: ‘al gruppo lacerbiano si sostuisce nel 1916
1l gruppo dei “giovani” de L’[ltalia futurista (diretta da Bruno Corra e da Emilio
Settimelli). L’interesse si sposta verso il teatro, il cinema [...] e la politica.””

In 1918 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti publishes the Manifesto del partito
futurista italiano, a nationalist, militarist, anti-parliamentary and anticlerical
pamphlet. In the same year Marinetti, together with Mario Carli and Emilio Settimelli
founds the periodical Roma futurista and the first Fasci politici futuristi in Ferrara,
Florence, Taranto, and Rome, all initiatives that have the aim to support the new-
born party. In 1919 Marinetti participates i1n the foundation of the Fasci di
combattimento, the first nucleus of the fascist movement, and Carli and Vecchi found
the periodical L Ardito. In 1919 he publishes Democrazia futurista, which expands

the programmatic statements of the 1918 Manifesto and praises arditismo. However,

although 1nitially Futurism and the early fascist movement had seemed to share
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several points of their political programme (in particular a certain anarchism,
anticapitalism, republicanism, anticlericalism), in May 1920, at the second
conference of the Fasci di combattimento, Marinetti, Carli, and Settimelli, having
accused the fascist movement of reactionarism and passatismo, and of accepting
compromises with the monarchy and the clericalist bourgeoisie, leave the fascist
movement. The detachment of Futurism from the fascist movement is marked by the
pamphlet Al di la del comunismo —published in 1920 in the magazine Testa di ferro-
which 1s Marinetti reply to the fascism’s reactionary turn. G. Battista Nazzaro defines
the pamphlet as ‘un documento di frizione, un ulteriore pronunciamento anarco-
nazionalista [...] 1n opposizione alla linea impressa al fascismo da Mussolini’. He
observes that ‘sembra [...] che solo incidentalmente Marinetti voglia fissare 1
differenti obiettivi del futurismo rispetto al comunismo; e che voglia ricordare

invece, in modo chiaro, 1 motivi per cui s1 differenzia dalla svolta reazionaria di

Mussolini.”>

Around 1923, however, Marinetti becomes reconciled again with fascism and
subsequently publishes Futurismo e fascismo (1924), a collection of articles,
speeches, and reports, which highlight the involvement of the futurist movement in
the history of fascism and its rise to power. The final section ot Futurismo e fascismo
—entitled L’Impero Italiano- i1s a celebration of Mussolini and of ‘patriottismo
assoluto’, a concept encompassing absolutism, nationalism, and a paradoxically
unlimited freedom of criticism within the limits of patriotism.® On Marinetti’s return
to fascism, De Maria comments that ‘Marinetti e gli altr1 futuristi, sopraffatti dagl
avvenimentl, mancavano dell’apparato concettuale per poter resistere alle lusinghe
del regime trionfante’’, which is one the reasons proposed by the scholar for

Marinetti’s reconciliation with fascism, together with more subjective reasons, such
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as ‘il nazionalismo e il desiderio di portare avanti la rivoluzione artistica futurista.”®

The scholar also observes that

Il fascismo assorbira di fatto il futurismo neutralizzandone ogni elemento
anarchico ed eversivo: venuto meno I’'impulso “totalitario”, la possibilita
etfettiva di mantenere vitale nella teoria € nella prassi del movimento
quell’ideologia globale, € quindi anche politica, che abbiamo visto
caratterizzare sin dall’inizio e cosi fortemente 1l movimento, 1l futurismo
riprende 1l rango di scuola letteraria, e diviene palestra per le esercitazioni
parolibere di una folta schiera di epigoni.’

Marinetti himself returns to more traditional forms of literary expression during
the 1920s: his Gli indomabili (1922) has been judged as an example of prose which

‘regge 1l confronto con la miglior prosa d’arte del tempo’. "

In the 1920s, in a context of “return to order” and of general rejection of

futurist modernity, however, the ideological legacy of Futurism 1s still very strong.

One reason is that it is almost impossible for artists and writers not to confront the
aesthetic legacy of Futurism, which becomes the reference point for any attempt to
redefine modernity. Another important reason is that the theoretical core of the
futurist project, as an avant-garde project, is transferred to other artistic movements,
which, despite rejecting the futu<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>