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Abstract

In this thesis I examine the work of the turn-of-the century Sicilian writer, Maria Messina
(1887-1944). Relatively prolific, she received attention from some of the major critics of
her day. But her works were forgotten after her death until the early 1970s. Messina's
works are significant for their contribution to the understanding of both women's literature
and the position of the woman in a patriarchal society during the period of Fascist control
of Italy.

Although there is growing interest in Messina's works, no full-length study exists
which combines a general overview of her writings in their historical and cultural context
with an accurate biographical history, which also includes unpublished and rare documents
by and on Messina. This thesis fills this gap.

All available criticism of Messina's writings, both from the early Twentieth century
and from the last twenty years has been taken into account. This comprises the
overlooked and forgotten reviews from journals and newspapers as well as the recent
German and American ones.

The corpus of the known works by Messina has been increased by tracing
unknown publications in literary journals of the 1910s and 1920s.

Messina's known published correspondence has been increased by the discovery of
her unpublished letters to Alessio Di Giovanni, which span the years 1910-40, and those to
Enrico Bemporad. The former provide new knowledge of her life, cultural formation and
social interaction. The latter serve as documents for her publishing history and her private
life in general.

A more historically accurate picture of Messina's life and work can now be formed,
not only from the unpublished letters but also from the documents and certificates
obtained from archives and municipal records. On the strength of internal and external
evidence, not previously taken into account, a detailed biography and personality sketch of
Messina and an assessment of her cultural and literary formation have now been provided.

The literary analysis examined Messina's short stories and novels on a separate
basis, while taking into account certain themes which were central to both genres.

Rediscovered short stories were found to contribute greatly to a balanced understanding
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of Messina's subject matter: the tormented mother-child relationship, the dichotomy
between greed and need, the ambivalent stance towards love.

The analysis of the novels also revealed new insight into Messina's attitude towards
the female condition within society. The present feminist-oriented criticism on Messina
has tended to overlook her ambiguous representation of the career-woman. Nor has it
been aware of the progressive weakening and elimination of the authoritative male figure.
These aspects have been seen to be the externalisation of Messina's attitude towards
Fascism.

In her historical context, on one level Messina appears to accept and transmit
Fascism's idealisation of the wife and mother and the glorification of the rural and
traditional ways of life. On another level she denounces Fascist doctrine by ridiculing its
cardinal symbol of the virile male.

While considering Messina's writings as important literary and sociological
documents of the condition of the woman in a critical historical moment, the analysis of
the text is not oriented from the sole perspective of feminist criticism, which would have
been too restrictive. It is instead conducted from a general critical perspective, moving
from the texts themselves in order to assess their structural, thematic, stylistic and
symbolic components.

Research was carried out in the principal libraries of Italy and those in which
Messina resided - Rome, Florence, Urbino, Naples, Palermo, Catania, Pistoia - for
published and unpublished material written on and by Messina. Searches for biographical
information and documents were carried out in all the centres in which Messina lived.
Family members and descendents of her friends were contacted. The material obtained

was used to compile a biographical history and analyses of her writings.
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CHAPTER 1

Biography

Very little biographical information is available on Maria Messina'. A primary source is
the material provided by Annie Messina, while Concetta Greco Lanza reconstructs
information derived from Messina's letters to Giovanni Verga. Subsequent  critics
and reviewers have reproduced Annie Messina and Greco Lanza's material, whether
accurate or inaccurate. The English, French and German reviewers of Messina's works
have also reproduced these sources without adding any new information.

The material gathered® for this work (certificates, letters) enables a
reconstruction of Messina's movements and activities as well as allowing for hypotheses
to be formed on her cultural and literary formation.

The material in the Municipal registers and archives’, as well as letters written by

Biographical references are to be found in Annie Messina, Introduzione
to Maria Messina, Piccolli gorghi, Sellerio, Palermo, 1988, pp. 11-15; C. Greco
Lanza, Introduzione to G. Garra Agosta, Un idillio letterario inedito verghiano,
Greco, Catania, 1979, pp. 14-18; M. Di Giovanna, La fuga impossibile: sulla
narrativa di Maria Messina, Federico & Ardia, Napoli, 1985, p. 11; M. Maugeri
Salerno, "Maria Messina"™ in Letteratura siciliana al femminile: Donne scrittrici
e donne personaggio, (ed.) Sarah Zappulla Muscard, Sclascia, Caltanissetta-Roma,
1984, pp. 219-230; and L. Sciascia, Nota to Maria Messina, Casa paterna,
Sellerio, Palermo, 1992, pp. $59-63.

2

It has been difficult to gather information on Messina's life. She is
of Sicilian origin, and it is not easy to acquire certificates and documents from
Sicily. Palermo Municipality possesses no birth certificates for Messina.

Neither the Archivi Statali dell'EUR, which should possess the records of State
Education Offices, nor the Archivio di Stato of Palermo, has any trace of Gaetano
Messina. The only references I have found to Gaetano Messina's position are in
the Archivi Statali at Ascoli Piceno: on 20.11.1909 he is 1listed amongst the
members of a school commission meeting, as "commissario del consiglio provinciale
scolastico"; on 22.09.1210 he signs a letter "il R. Provveditore, G. Messina”.

Given their rarity, the photocopies of these certificates are in
Appendix B, documents 1-8.



Messina to Enrico Bemporad and Alessio Di Giovanni®, adds substantially to the
information we have had until now on Messina's life, works and personality. The
following biographical details have been taken from these sources.

Messina's mother was Gaetanina Traina. Born in Prizzi, Palermo, on 24.5.1863,
she died in Pistoia on 20.12.1932. She was the daughter of Girolamo Traina and
Giovanna Randazzo. Maria's father was Gaetano Messina, born in Alimena, Palermo, on
11.2.1857. He died in Naples on 13.06.1921. He was the son of Salvatore Messina and
Maria Faulisi. Gaetano Messina was a school inspector.

As a state functionary, he and his family had the use of state housing facilities.
Therefore, the family was not bound to sign rental documents or to register at the
municipality’. Few municipal registers bear traces of the family's passage and sojourn:
Palermo, Naples, Trani, Ascoli Piceno, all places in which the family resided, have no
municipal records pertaining to the Messinas.

Maria was bomn on 14 March 1887 in Palermo. Her only sibling was her elder
brother Salvatore (2.4.1882 - 22.4. 1950), who studied law. He married the Neapolitan
Romilda Gubitosi (3 February 1879 - 21 July 1966). They had two daughters, Nora
(30.4.1908 - 1994) and Annie (23.5.1910 - February 1996). In 1916 they moved to
Alexandria, Egypt, where Salvatore became the Italian representative at the Corte
Internazionale Mista®.

Due to the itinerant nature of Gaetano Messina's work, Maria received little
formal education, but thanks to her brother she developed an interest in literature’.

Salvatore and his two daughters were gifted at art and their paintings were subsequently

Messina's letters to both Bemporad and Di Giovanni can be read in
Appendix A, since they are unpublished and difficult to obtain.

> T0ld to me on 12 March 1996 by Dr Giannino Galiardi of the Consiglio

Culturale of Ascoli Piceno, an expert on archive storage and documentation.

& Anna M. Locurcio, executor of Annie Messina's testament, in letters to

me of 30.7.1996, 13.12.1996 and 22.1.1997. See Appendix B, documents 7,8 and 9
for reproductions of these letters.

These details are provided by an unpublished document entitled "Cenni
biografici di Maria Messina”, drawn up by Annie Messina and sent to me by Anna M.
Locurcioc. See Appendix B, document 10.



donated to the Municipality of Roccasecca®. Although Salvatore did not actively take
part in literary activities, he had a profound interest in culture and the creative arts. This
had a great influence on Maria. Encouraged by him, Maria began to write.

Her literary career had a moderate success while she was actively writing. She
wrote a number of works, including short stories, novels and children's literature. Her
works were regularly published, either in short-story form or in episodes. They appeared
in literary journals such as Nuova Antologia, L'ltalia che scrive, Orma, La Donna and
L’Almanacco della Donna.

Her books were published contemporaneously with those by Italy's major writers.
Treves published at the same time as Alla deriva’, Aleramo's Una donna;, D'Annunzio's
La Leda senza cigno; Deledda's La madre; De Roberto's I vicere, Negri's Le Solitarie;
Pirandello's Si gira....

At the same time as Un fiore che non fiori were published Capuana's Le ultime
paesane;, Deledda's I/ Dio dei viventi; De Roberto's L'illusione; Pirandello's I fu
Mattia Pascal, Serao's Addio, amore!

Between 1909 and 1929 Messina produced a total of 21 books, including six
novels fdr adults, five collections of short stories and numerous children's stories!®. Her
best works have generally been judged to be the novels, La casa nel vicolo, Un fiore che
non fiori and L'amore negato. Short stories by Messina were published frequently in
Nuova Antologia and La Donna. Some of these were subsequently included in volumes

of collected works'!.

® Locurcio, 13.12.1996.

These are listed at the back of Messina's novel.
10 see Bibliography for a complete list of Messina's works published.

11 Luciuzza, first published in Nuova Antologia, Roma, 16.IV.1914, Fasc.
1016, V* serie, vol. CLXX, pp. 655-664, was later published in Le briciole del
destino (1918). La Donna published: Nonna Lidda, 5.IT11.1911, Anno VII, n. 149,
p- 14, (later reproduced in Piccoli gorghi, 1911); La bimba, 5.X.1911, Anno VII,
n. 163, pp. 14-15 (later reproduced in Il guinzagliec, 1921); L'ideale infranto,
5.1.1912, BARnno VIII, n. 169, p. 12, (later reproduced in Le briciole del
destino); Crisantemi, 20.VI.1912, Anno VIII, n. 180, pp. 25-27 (later reproduced
as Il telaio di Caterina in Le briciole del destino); Il Rosmarino, 5.XI.1913,
Anno IX, n. 213, pp. 20-21 (later reproduced as La fatica di vivere in Le
briciole del destind.



Neither republished nor mentioned by previous scholars of Messina's work are
the following short stories: Dopo Il'inverno®, Il violino di Sandro®, Lorentino™,
Villeggianti’, Una visita"®, Storia d'altri tempi'” and Vincere'®. The essay, Tavolozza,
which appears in La Donna, September 1929, has also been totally ignored.

Although a minor writer Messina had relationships with some of Italy's best-
known literary figures. Ada Negri wrote the Preface to the collection of short stories Le
briciole del destino®, and she and Messina corresponded with each other®.

Messina's literary career began in 1909 when her first volume of short stories,
Pettini-fini, was published by Sandron®'. In the same year, Messina began an epistolary
relationship with Giovanni Verga”. The following year, in 1910, she also began to
correspond with the celebrated Sicilian poet, Alessio Di Giovanni.

She did not inform either writer of her correspondence with the other, even

12 La Donna, 5.X.1912, Anno VIII, no. 187, pp. 25-26. Given the

difficulty of obtaining the journal, the stories published in La Donna are
reproduced in Appendix A, Part II, documents 1-5.

'3 La donna, 20.VIII. 1913, Anno IX, n. 208, pp. 10-11.

' Nuova Antologis 16.III. 1923, Anno 58°, Fasc. 1224, pp. 154-164.
13 Nuova Antologis 16.XII.1923, Anno. 58°, Fasc. 1242, pp. 328-333.
16La Donna, Milano, aprile 1929, No. 4, pp. 23-24.

17La Donna, aprile 1928, pp. 9, 10, 60-61.

8 Nuova Antologig 1.IX.1927, Anno 62°, Fasc. 1321, pp. 293-302.

19 . - . . N .
"...l'intuizione, che aiuta il novellatore assai pill che l'esperienza,

ti conduce talvolta a misteriose profondita. Misteriose profonditd che io leggo
anche ne' tuoi occhi guardanti a me dal ritratto, piccola sorella lontana ch'io
non ho mai vista e della quale non udrd forse mai la corporale voce - e che pure
mi dici tutto di te, nelle sommesse pagine ove l'anima insoddisfatta e torbida
assume spesso la verdastra densitd degli insondabili fiumi" wrote Negri,
Prefaziong Le briciole del destine Treves, Milano, 1918, pages unnumbered.

20Ad.though no letters of Messina's are listed in Ada Negri's archives (as
communicated to me by Dr Laura De Matté, curator of Negri's archives ,"Poesia, la
Vita", at Lodi), that the two writers did communicate is implied in Messina's
Letter No. 12, 6.11.1920, to Alessio Di Giovanni (See Appendix A).

! The publishing House was founded in 1839 in Palermo by Decio Sandron.
It now operates in Florence.

22 See Letter no. 1, G. Garra Agosta, p. 27.



though Di Giovanni and Verga were in fact writing to each other in the same period®.

These two friendships constituted major points of reference in Messina's life and
career. Verga encouraged her and wrote letters of recommendation to editors®*. The
relationship lasted ten years, from 1909 to 1919.

The unpublished correspondence with Di Giovanni, which lasted for almost thirty
years, covers the most fertile period of Messina's production. Ignored by previous
scholars, it grants valuable insight into her cultural formation and attitude towards
literature. It also provides us with information about the milieu she frequented.

When her first book was published Messina was living in Ascoli Piceno, Marches,
with her parents. In 1911, the same year in which Sandron published her second book,
Piccoli gorghi, they moved to Arezzo, to Via Sasso Verde 1, where they would stay
until 1914.

During this period Messina published 6 works: the short story Dopo l'inverno; a
volume of short stories for children, / racconti di Cismé, Sandron, Palermo, 1912; the
short story, Il violino di Sandro in 1913; the story for children, 7 figli dell'uomo
sapiente, Di Ostilia, Verona, 1914; and the short story Luciuzza in 1914.

The first signs of her progressive illness started to show. On 21 May 1914
Messina wrote to Verga "Sono stata malata; e la Sua lettera & giunta mentre ero ancora

a letto"”

. She was 27 years old.
Messina's works in this period received praise from various critics. Piccoli

gorghi was commended in La Donna in 191 1% and in 1913 by G.A. Borgese”, as was

23 Verga's letters to Di Giovanni (16 letters, 4 notes, 5 postcards, 1
funeral invitation) with the archive shelf number 5QgD336.10), housed by the
Biblioteca Comunale di Palermo, make no mention of Messina. These letters date
from 24 August 1886 to 8 January 1921. Di Giovanni's letters to Verga, seven in
all, (housed by the Biblioteca universitaria di Catania, curated by Dr Vanda
Sinatra, with the archive shelf numbers Ms.U.239.2622, -2623, -2624, -2627, -
2628, -2629, -2654), do not mention her either. The letters date from 24 October
1900 to 12 September 1920.

24 In one of her letters to Verga, Messina thanks him for his

assistance in recommending her to the director of Nuova Antologia, (G. Garra
Agosta, "Lettera 7", 23 aprile 1912, p. 35) and to Giovanni Cena, editor of the
same journal (G. Garra Agosta, "Lettera 10", 16 febbraio 1913, p. 41).

2> 6. Garra Agosta, p. 47.

26 L'Ignota, Anno VII, 5.3.1911, no. 149, p. 15.



the volume I racconti di Cismé in 1913%,

In 1914 the family moved to Trani on the southern Adriatic coast. At this time
Salvatore was practising law in Trani®®. It was one of the last occasions on which the
Messina family would live near each other. The First World War broke out and no more
works of Messina's would be published until the war's end in 1918, by which time Maria
had moved to Naples with her parents. They were in Naples from 1916 to 1921.

In this productive period Messina published 10 books. Her volume of short
stories, Le briciole del destino, was published by Treves in 1918. The fact that Treves*
agreed to publish Messina's work was of great significance to her’'. Le briciole del
destino was reviewed with praise, although only in 1920, by Alfio Berretta®.

Cenerella, a novel for children, was published by Bemporad in 1919 after several
years of negotiations with the publishing house®. Messina had a lengthy but often
acrimonious relationship - from about 1917 to 1926 - with the Florentine publishing

house, which published two of her works™. ~Cenerella received a good review by E.

27 1a vita e il libro, terza serie, Torino, Fratelli Bocca Editore, Milano-
Roma, 1913, pp. 213-220.

28 R.G.S., La Donna, 5.4.1913, Anno IX, no. 199, p. 47.

2% s sostituto Procuratore Generale alla Corte d'Appello di Trani" (M.

Messina, Letter 16, 13.7.1914, G. Garra Agosta, p. 51).

30 Treves, one of Italy's foremost publishing houses, was founded in Milan
in 1861 by Emilio Treves. By the 1870s it was the "maggiore pubblicazione
periodica”, printing "le opere dei maggiori letterati del secondo '800 (Verga, De
Roberto, De Amicis e altri) e di quelli che operarono nei primi anni del secolo
nuovo (Tozzi, Panzini, Deledda e altri}". The company was later absorbed by the
publishing house Garzanti, of Milan (V. Gazzola Stacchini, "Letteratura e societa
fra il benessere e 1l malessere", in L'eta presente dal fascismo agli anni

" settanta, Laterza, Roma-Bari, 1981, p. 113).

! She wrote to Verga on 12.12.1913 (the book was already complete by then,
but only came to publication four years later): "Sono tanto piu lieta che
pubblichi Treves, quanto pilt io considero come sia difficile essere accettati da
questo editore" (G. Garra Agosta, p. 44).

32 "Rassegna letteraria", Giornale dell'Isola letteraria, lunedl 4 ottobre
1920, pp. 2-3.

33 See Messina's Letters to Enrico Bemporad, No. 1, 22.12.1917 and No. 3,
9.6.1919, in Appendix A.

34 Bemporad Casa Editrice was founded in Florence in 1862 by Roberto
Bemporad. It was run from 1893 to 1838 by his son Enrico, who was forced into
exile by Fascist racist laws. The company continued to exist under the name
Marzocco, and is now called Giunti. Bemporad occupied a "posizione di primo
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Formiggini Santamaria in the same year in which it was published®’.

A work written by Messina, La fiamma del focolare, was submitted to Bemporad
in 1919. Contracts were drawn up for its publication, an advance payment of £300 was
paid to Messina, but the work was never published. Giunti Editore does not possess the
manuscript and Messina makes no reference to the work after 1919%.

The period 1920 to 1927 is the most documented we have on Messina's life. Her
letters to Verga ceased, but her correspondence with Alessio Di Giovanni was most
prolific in this time, providing us with insight into her feelings about her work, and to a
lesser degree, into her personal friendships and relationships. Her correspondence to
Enrico Bemporad - ostensibly on a professional basis but often touching on the personal
- also offers some insight into her life.

In 1920 Messina began to write her novels. Two were published in that year:
Primavera senza sole, by Dott. Gennaro Giannini Editore, Napoli, and Alla deriva,
published by Treves. These novels attracted much interest from critics both in Sicily and
in mainland Italy, and as far afield as England and Egypt®’.

1921 saw the publication of many works by Messina. Le Monnier’® in Florence
published Messina's volume of short stories, Ragazze siciliane. Vallardi®*® in Milan
published Messina's short stories for children, Personcine. Sandron published 17 galletto
rosso e blu, while Treves published Messina's short stories I/ guinzaglio and her new

novel La casa nel vicolo.

pianoc nel campo scolastico e educativo: pubblicd poi notevoli collane di
politica [...], le opere complete di Dante [...], di G. Verga, di Pirandelloc e di
altri" (Dizionario Enciclopedico Italiano Treccani, Roma, 1955, p. 187).

35 "Cenerella", L'Italia che scrive no. 6, VII, 1919, p. 75.

36 Cfr. Messina's letters to Enrico Bemporad No. 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 for
mentions of La fiamma del focolare in Rppendix A.

37 The reviews of this period, including the English and the Sicilian ones,
are in Appendix C.

% The publishing house was founded by Felice Le Monnier in 1831.

39 Vallardi, founded in 1840 by Francesco Vallardi, was one of ™"le pil
importanti tra le case scolastiche"” (G. Ragone, "Editoria, letteratura e
comunicazione”, Letteratura italiana Einaudi, Storia e geografia, L'eta
contemporaneg Einaudi, Toripo, 1989, p. 1052n).



On 13 June 1921 Gaetano Messina died. The loss was felt very strongly by
Messina, as seen in her letter to Alessio Di Giovanni of 27 July 1921. The death of her
father signalled a new phase in her life. Literature had long been something she felt as a
vocation®, a creative impulse, something she did for pleasure®!. Gradually, it had
become work which she did in order to fulfil promises made. In her letters to Di
Giovanni she spoke often of "vecchi impegni", which constituted "noie"*?. After her
father's death writing became a financial necessity, a means for survival, attested to by
her frequent requests to Bemporad for advance payments on the publication of her
novels.

We do not know what Messina's primary source of income was. Her mother
must have received a state pension after Gaetano Messina's death and perhaps Salvatore
Messina assisted the two women financially. At any rate, it becomes clear from the
Bemporad correspondence that Messina's writing was a principal and essential source of
revenue, not the pursuit of a lady of leisure: "Mi duole dovervi accennare proprio in
questo biglietto ... Ma sapesse come € diventata necessaria e urgente la piccola somma,
dopo avere sostenuto tante spese!"®.

Messina's family had always been subject to frequent moves, from province to
province around Italy. After Gaetano Messina's death, when it seemed as if Maria and
her mother could fihally settle down, this frenetic movement would continue: from
Naples to Arezzo, to Tavarnuzze, to Florence, to Capostrada and finally to Pistoia.

The itinerant existence of the two Messina women was motivated by two possible
causes: economic strictures - the search for ever cheaper accommodation, and health

reasons - Maria's quest to find a cure for her progressive multiple sclerosis.
q progr p

9 10 Verga she described her feeling for writing as "la gran visione
d'arte che splende nei miei sogni" (Lettera 5, 18 marzo 1911, G. Garra Agosta, p.
32).

1 g potuto di nuove lavorare per mio compiacimento, senza aspettarmi
nulla dagli altri" (Messina's Lettera 12 to Verga, 12.12.1913, G. Garra Agosta,
p. 43).

*2 0n 15.6.1920 she writes "sono sopraffatta dal lavoro (sapesse quante
noie!)"; on 13.9.1920 she writes "Un po' a malumore sono tornata al lavoro,
poiché debbo mantenere vecchi impegni - invece di scrivere buone cose’.

3 M. Messina, Letter no. 29 to Bemporad, 15.10.1926.



She spoke often of her encroaching weakness in her letters to Bemporad:
"Nell'autunno - forse per l'errore di avere passato l'estate in montagna, forse per il freddo
sopraggiunto -, le mie povere gambe si sono ancora piu indebolite. Ella rammentera con
quanta fatica camminassi gia l'anno passato". A year later she wrote again "Sperando
che la campagna mi faccia del bene - le mie povere gambe si rifiutano a ripigliare forza -,
io e la mamma siamo venute quassi a Capostrada"®.

Despite ill-health and economic pressures, Messina wrote some of her best works
in the period following her father's death. She and her mother moved to Arezzo in
October 1921 and were officially registered in that municipality until December 1922. In
June that year they moved to Tavarnuzze near Florence. Certificates show that they
were officially registered at Galluzzo, a frazione of Florence.

It was during this period that Messina met Gina Lombroso Ferrero, daughter of
the renowned criminologist and anthropologist Cesare Lombroso, and wife of
Lombroso's disciple, Guglielmo Ferrero.

Messina's first novel, Primavera senza sole, had been reviewed by Paolo Arcari
in Almanacco della Donna Italiana in 1921. A review by Arcari of Gina Lombroso
Ferrero's book L'anima della donna appeared on the same page as one of Messina's
novel. Perhaps it was here, on the pages of Almanacco della Donna Italiana that
Messina first came into contact with Lombroso Ferrero and her work. Later that year
Messina wrote a critical review for the second edition of L ‘anima della donna®. During
December 1922, Messina wrote to Di Giovanni, talking of Gina and her son Leo.

While in Tavarnuzze (1922-1924) Messina wrote six works: Il giardino dei
grigoli, a novel for children published by Treves, and I racconti dell'Avemaria, short
stories for children published by Sandron (now situated in Milan) in 1922. In 1923 her
novel Un fiore che non fiori was published by Treves, and two short stories, Lorentino
and Villeggianti, in Nuova Antologia.

During this period she also wrote a story for children, Storia di buoni zoccoli e di

4 Lettera 23 to Enrico Bemporad, 4.12.1925.

3 Lettera 29 to Enrico Bemporad, 15.10.1926.

*® This review is in Appendix A, Part II.



cattive scarpe. This was ready for printing in September 1924 but to her great irritation
would take two years to come to publication with Bemporad.

On 28 May 1924 Maria and her mother moved to Florence to Via Del Gelsomino
43. On 4 June 1925 they moved again, to the address Via Leonardo Ximenes 23. No
letters to Di Giovanni during this time are extant but Messina wrote often to Bemporad
during 1926, mostly in connection with the publication of her book Storia di buoni
zoccoli e di cattive scarpe. Her illness by now had taken hold of her, worsening all the
time.

On 20 October 1926 Maria and her mother moved to Capostrada, Pistoia.
Maria's capacity for work had not lessened. She published a novel, Le pause della vita,
in 1926 with Treves and wrote to Bemporad in December of that year that she had
"quasi pronto un bel volume di novelle" which she would like him to publish. Bemporad
responded that they could not undertake any new publications due to excessive
workloads. As a result of this refusal Messina's relationship with the publishing company
came to an end.

In February 1927 Messina wrote to Alessio D1 Giovanni that her time was fully
occupied with work: "Ella sa che in certi periodi di lavoro e di preparazione, le giornate

volano™*.

Over the next two years, Messina published 5 works: "Vincere", a short
story in Nuova Antologia; "Storia d'altri tempi", a short story in La Donna; in 1928,
L'amore negato, a novel published by Ceschina, Milan; the short story, "Una visita", in
La Donna and the essay, "Tavolozza", in La Donna, in 1929.

A little-known "confidenza" by Messina, published in L'ltalia che scrive in 1928,
reveals that she had two volumes of short stories and another novel in preparation®.

However, these were never published - unless among them were the two short stories

published in La Donna in 1929. There is no trace of the works to which Messina

‘7 Letter no. 25, 2 February 1527.

8 wra casa Ceschina pubblica in questi giorni un romanzo: Amore negato,
titolo suggeritomi dalla massima di Salomone: 'Non negare il bene a quelli a cuil
& dovuto, mentre & nel tuo potere di farlo'. In preparazione (ma mi ci vorranno
almeno due anni!) un altro romanzo. E' ancora senza titolo; e intanto per me,
lo chiamo <col nome del protagonista, Benedetto: un siciliano spaesato
trapiantatosi in Toscana. Pronti ho due volumi di novelle in grandissima parte
inedite" (Maria Messina, in L'Italia che scrive, Nov. 1928, Anno XI, n. 11, p.
283).
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referred*.

On 11 October 1930 Maria and her mother moved to Pistoia, to Corso Vittorio
Emanuele 4. Gaetana Traina died two years later, at the end of 1932. By now Messina's
writing career was over.

One subsequent occasion saw her in the public eye again when she contributed to
Lina Perroni's Inchiesta su Giovanni Verga’® in 1934. After this date we have no further
news of her until one last letter to Alessio Di Giovanni in 1940, by which time she was
unable to hold a pen and was forced to dictate to her helper, Signora Zaccanini (whose
identity remains unknown).

Messina died on 19 January 1944°!. She was 57 years old. Her personal papers
were all lost, rendering more difficult the task of reconstructing the history of her life.
During the Second World War, the Gothic Line passed straight through Pistoia, and
bombing was particularly heavy there. Messina's last place of residence in Corso Vittorio

Emanuele 4 no longer stands.

Messina in her Literary and Cultural Context

The twenty years (1909 - 1929) of Messina's writing career saw many changes in the
Italian socio-cultural structures: the last few years of the belle époque, a world war, a
post-war depression, the rise of Fascism. These changing social climates brought about
great changes in outlook.

The cultural exchange between Italy and other European nations, begun in the
early Nineteenth century, had accelerated by the beginning of the Twentieth century.
With unification (1866) Italy had entered the family of European nations. Italian writers

*? Garzanti (ex-Treves) possesses no documents of Messina's. Archive
material from the 1920s was destroyed in a fire. Ceschina, which published
L'amore negato, ceased to exist in 1974. It was taken over by Fabbri Editore in
Milan. No documents pertaining to Messina are held by this publishing house.

50 Studi critici su Giovanni Verga, Bibliotheca editrice, Roma, 1934, pp.
62-63.

31 Death certificate No. 51.1.A., Gestioni Demografiche, Pistoia.
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as a matter of course looked to what was being produced elsewhere. Therefore, during
the first decade of the century the influence exerted by French and English culture was
still strong and on the increase. Imperialism was a powerful force and in the new
cosmopolitanism there was also an interest in exotic cultures.

By the late 1920s Fascist laws started instituting anti-foreign sentiment, banishing
foreign words from the Italian vocabulary and enforcing austerity. Changes took place
also in areas such as the nascent feminist movement, which from its promising beginnings
in the late Nineteenth century was forced to backtrack by the 1920s.

When Messina began writing the influence of D'Annunzio, Carducci and Pascoli
was strong. Gradually the works of Svevo, Pirandello, Palazzeschi, Bontempelli,
Gozzano moved into the forefront, heralding a new form of experimentalism and the
influence of European cultural ferments.

The major influence in Messina was Verga and the lesson of his Verismo. Verga
was not only a master of form but also a master of diction for Messina, as will be seen in
the analyses of her short stories and some of her novels. For this she is often considered

"2 She often evoked the notions and motifs of Nineteenth century writers

an "attardata
such as Verga, Capuana, De Roberto, Fogazzaro. But in her novels, her most significant
works, despite the vein of Verism in many of them, there are definite signs of the
Twentieth century context.

A possible reason can be offered for Messina's choice to use Verismo as the
literary model in her early works. In her short stories Messina shows a deep
identification with Sicily, to which she will never return. This is documented in her
letters. Since Sicily is the home of the Venstic style as established by Capuana, Verga
and De Roberto, who were still active in the early part of the Twentieth century, it seems
most logical that in writing about Sicily she should do so in the Veristic manner. These
stories are the product of her literary "apprenticeship”: this is the style in which she was
practising her art. '

The regional aspect was still very much alive in the 1920s - Deledda, who was a

Sardinian regional writer, won the Nobel Prize in 1926. Messina had many examples in

32 Salvatore Cataldo, Maria Messina: Una scrittrice dell’area sommersa,
Postille Novecentesche Utopia Edizioni, Ragusa, 1990, p. 13.
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Southern writing to justify her use of a Veristic approach.

Grazia Deledda, Ada Negri, Annie Vivanti, Sibilla Aleramo, Amalia
Guglielminetti, of varying subject matter and styles, were active in this period.
Messina's own style and subject matter reflect the general trends found in these
contemporary writers, none of whom however, can be defined as her model. It seems
that where she did weave aspects of another writer's style or text into her own, it was to
make a point (to reinforce a similarity or to emphasise a difference). She does not fit
into any definite categories of the age.

The most prominent feature of the period, in terms of its influence upon Messina
and her literary production, was that it expressed conflict and uncertainty in the female
writer and Messina's works bear these traces™. Her works are often ambiguous in theme
and message; it is sometimes hard to define whether she was pro- or anti-feminist or
pro- or anti-maternity.

Messina was a woman writer whose preoccupation was the female condition.
Other women writers of the age were also concerned with this issue, though divided into
definite camps. Amalia Guglielminetti wrote in the Dannunzian mould, misogynist and
mythological. Ada Negri wrote of maternity as woman's prescribed role. Annie Vivanti
examined the obliteration of women's selves through maternity’*. Messina examined the
woman as an individual within the larger society.

Although the women's movement was active in the early Twentieth century, there
were pronounced trains of thought which went counter to it and which soon managed to
displace it.

In the late Nineteenth century, the positivist sociologists Cesare Lombroso and
Guglielmo Ferrero had written La donna delinquente® outlining the inherent mental,
spiritual and physical inferiority of women. This attitude towards women still persisted

3 this is true of the woman writer of the late 19th and early 20th

century, says Elisabetta Rasy: "una fatale insicurezza, tranne poche eccezioni,
continuera a minacciare dall'interno l'opera di quelle che riescono a emergere
nell'universo letterario" (Le donne e la letteratura, Editori Riuniti, Roma,

1984, p. 122).

>4 Annie Vivanti, I divoratori Bemporad, Firenze, 1928 (written in 1910).

35 Roux, Torino, 1893.
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in the first decades of the Twentieth century and would undoubtedly have affected a
woman writer whose attentions were mostly directed towards the condition of women.

In addition to socio-cultural influences, there were several people with whom
Messina associated who probably contributed to her literary formation.

The friendship with Ada Negri surely exerted an influence on Messina and her
writing. Negri's own writing was centred on women and their role and position in life.
She celebrated the maternal role and for this won the favour of the Fascist state, which
nominated her Accademico dTtalia in 1940

By 1922 Messina had met Gina Lombroso Ferrero and had come into contact
with her influential opinions on the woman's role in life. Lombroso Ferrero was writing
books of a decidedly anti-feminist nature: Il Pro e il Contro. Riflessioni sul voto alla
donna, ADDI, Firenze; L'anima della donna’’ (translated into English, French, German
and Swedish); La donna nella vita®®, encouraging women to leave the workplace to
which they had acceded and to return to the hearth where they belonged.

Although Messina's own views expressed in the major themes of her books are
generally pro-emancipatory and hence opposed to this philosophy, she was one of the
reviewers of Lombroso Ferrero's books and she expressed approval of her ideas. She
subscribed to ADDI ("Associazione divulgativa donne italiane") founded by Lombroso
Ferrero; her name is on the sending list’.

Some key philosophical concepts expressed by Gina Lombroso Ferrero can also
be seen more fully developed and explored in the literary context by Messina. This
constitutes an important common ground between the two women whose writings
manifested the debate between feminism and anti-feminism. For instance, Lombroso
Ferrero expounds on the “antagonismi sociali che si esprimono in aspirazioni differenti e

contrastanti, le quali creano una confusione terribile nel campo della morale maschile e

36 Giuliana Morandini, La voce che é in lei, Bompiani, Milano, 1980, p.
397; "Ada Negri", Miriam Mafai, Il chi & delle donne italiane, Rizzoli, Milano,
1993, p. 315,

37 Zanichelli, Bologna, 1921.
58 Zanichelli, Bologna, 1923.

59 Communicated to me by Dr Delfina Dolza, curator of Gina Lombroso
Ferrero's archives in Turin, where the ADDI books are kept.
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femminile"®.

In Messina's L'amore negato of 1928 this antagonism is represented in literary
form by her dual protagonists, the "social antagonists” with different and opposing
aspirations, giving rise to moral questioning of the choices available to women. The
"anti-feminism" of Lombroso finds its reflection in Messina's exposition of the woman's
situation with its profound contrasts.

But this is just one of the contrasts in Messina's personal outlook and it should be
remembered that the views of the Lombroso-Ferrero family are those same principles
that would soon be adopted by the Fascist regime as demographic propaganda®’.

For a woman writer such as Messina it could not have been easy to separate

2 and at the same time, of

personal views in favour of emancipation for women®
maternity, from externally imposed official policy. The threads of these issues in her
work are often entangled. But despite this, a pattern does emerge eventually in her
novels and her true stance towards the issues of her epoch can be clearly distinguished.

The epistolary relationship with Alessio Di Giovanni which lasted for half of
Messina's life, from the age of 23 almost until her death, had an important position in her
life. It served as a constant reminder of her roots, keeping the Sicilian language fresh in
her mind and preserving for years to come the image of the Sicilian people who initially
peopled her writings.

The importance of the connection with Di Giovanni in terms of Sicilian dialect

and the representation of the Sicilian people was strongest during the first decade of their

association.

60G. Lombroso, La donna nella vita cit, p. 32.

1 vg cosi [...] per quanto riguarda la questione femminile, il fascismo
accogliera in pieno la lezione del positivismo”; "i motivi di fondo
dell'ideoclogia fascista della donna: la radicale inconciliabilita dei sessi;
l'inferiorita spirituale ed intellettuale della donna; la sua completa
estraneitd alla dimensione sociale e politica; la sua insopprimibile wvocazione
al ruolo di casalinga e di madre" (Piero Meldini, Sposa e madre esemplare:
ideologia e politica della donna e della famiglia durante il fascismo, Guaraldji,
Rimini-Firenze, 1975, pp. 34,35).

®2 As Janet Todd writes, "it is now time to accept that not all intelligent
women of the past aspired to a modern feminist view and that to assume that they
did so is to silence them, as thoroughly as patriarchy silenced enlightenment
feminism” ("Jane Austen, Politics and Sensibility”, in Susan Sellers (ed.),
Feminist Criticism: Theory and Practice, Harvester Wheatsheaf, Hertfordshire,
1991, pp. 71-72).
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It was the period in which Messina produced her veristic works. Thereafter, she
moved on to other issues, exploring other styles and themes.

The Di Giovanni correspondence reveals Messina's opinion (or proclaimed
opinion, since she often said things to please Di Giovanni) on the literary and cultural
climate of the day. It also serves to show the deep-seated influence of Pascoli, Carducci,
Pirandello, on the literary scene - the writers she mentions or who are implicit in her
references.

Far from "attardata", the complexities of Messina's writing show her as a true
representer of a complex age, when propaganda was presented as fact and facts altered
to serve the purposes of the ruling party. Messina's own style reflects this art of
concealing the truth. Her real stance is disguised in distorting layers of meaning.

The greatest influences in Messina's works are those which appear embedded in
her writings. Messina's work reveals the traces of earlier writers both Italian and non-
Italian - Manzoni, Capuana, Verga, De Roberto, D'Annunzio, Neera, Turgheniev,
Fogazzaro, Pascoli, Ibsen. Each of these contributes a piece to the mosaic of Messina's
vision of the world and her literary discourse. The influence of so many writers from
different cultures is indicative of the cosmopolitanism in the early part of the century.
Her work, however, is her own; there are no other books of the epoch to which it can be

said to resemble totally. It is a unique portrait of the age.

Maria Messina: the Woman

Messina never married and there do not seem to have been romantic attachments in her
life. Photographs of her show an attractive young woman. The earliest known
photograph is that of 1914 discovered by Garra Agosta amongst Verga's papers, which
adorns the cover of his book. It shows Messina as a severe unsmiling 27-year old with
her hair in an old-fashioned bun. Later photographs show an increasingly modernised

woman“ .

63 Photographs appear 1in Almanacco della Donna Italiana, Anno I, 1920,

Firenze, Bemporad, p. 175; Anno IV, 1924, p. 305, and Anno VIII, 1927, p. 179;
and in La Donna, dated 1.10.1926, in gennaio 1927, p. 47.
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The new documentation gives a stronger idea of Messina's personality. The
persona assumed by her in her works as omniscient narrator reveals one image of
Messina. Another face of the woman is to be found in her letters.

Her correspondence with three men in the literary sphere reveal interesting
aspects of her personality. Often she presents to these men a facet of her character
which is belied by features of her narrative works.

Her attitude towards Verga is characterised by enormous respect and admiration
for his work and authority, verging on infatuation®. Unlike her correspondence with
Alessio di Giovanni the one with Verga provides little information on her literary views.
Theirs is a relationship characterised by an implicit paternal connotation, taking into
account the age difference (Verga was in his eighties, Messina in her twenties).

Given the scarcity of relationships with men, Messina's association with Verga is
interesting. At the same time one must also consider the unique character of the feelings
Messina probably had for Verga. Her narrative and her fictional characters reveal a
constant and complex conflict with the male universe, often verging on hostility.
Messina's epistolary connection with Verga, using the terms and the framework of
Hteramré, possibly constitutes an idealisation of the male-female relationship. Literature
is used by Messina as the communication bridge with the problematic male figure; it is a
safe, unthreatening and above all, unreal ambit in which to interact with the opposite sex.
Within this fictitious world the male-female relationship can be ideal. The name given
by Garra Agosta to this epistolary - Un idillio letterario inedito verghiano - is hence apt.

On the other hand, when writing to Di Giovanni it was Messina's habit to display
a marked degree of religiosity and spirituality® and a flowery turn of phrase®, neither of
which were important elements of her personality or writing style. By displaying these

traits she was echoing back to Di Giovanni his own deep interests and style of writing.

o4 "Illustre amatissimo Maestro! Ecco che la Sua piccola umile amica, si

permette, come ogni anno, di mandarlLe i suoi sinceri auguri” (Messina's Lettera
12 to Verga, 12.12.1913, G. Garra Agosta, p. 42).

5 vFina & un bellissimo poetico nome; la dolce santa proteggera la Sua
piccina!" Messina wrote to Di Giovanni about his daughteron 25.2.1922.

66 "Il posto ideale per sentire la Sua arte, tutta frulli d'ali, e trilli,
e sussurri di foglie e dtacque...” (Messina in Letter no. 20 to Di Giovanni,
10.6.22).
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retribution for the wages of sin.

Relationships in Messina's fictional world are always problematic. Women have
problems with their daughters, while girls have problems with their mothers. The bond,
in whichever direction it extends, forwards or backwards, is always troublesome.
Maternity is often celebrated as a joyous event or is longed for, but mostly because it is
unattainable.

The father-daughter bond is also depicted as fraught. When daughters are not
betraying their fathers' trust, their fathers are depriving them of hope for the future.
Alternatively, good father-daughter bonds are idealised as something belonging to the
past, never to be recuperated.

In Messina's writings there is a constant displacement of the male figure, showing
a profound hostility towards male authority. The male figure is always distorted,
whether psychologically or physically.

Society is portrayed by Messina as imbalanced and unfair - to the extent that on
more than one occasion, critics ask why Messina's works are so bleak and dismal.

These motifs which recur throughout Messina's work could be the result of her
own unsatisfactory inter-family relationships. Her vision of life is pessimistic and

negative.
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CHAPTER 2

The Criticism of
Messina's Works

Rediscovery and Renewed fortune

During the three decades that followed her death, Maria Messina and her literary works
were forgotten, barring brief mentions in general anthologies of literature.

In 1979 Giovanni Garra Agosta, a school teacher from Catania with a life-long
passion for Verga, published a collection of letters written by Messina which he had
discovered amongst Verga's private papers. The discovery had dated back to more than
a decade before. In 1966 he had discovered a photograph of Messina amongst the
private collection of the Sicilian writer. At the time, although intrigued by the young
woman's photograph, he did not pay further attention to it.

In 1977 he discovered a bundle of letters written by Maria Messina to Giovanni
Verga. Aware of its importance to the literary heritage, he published one of Messina's
letters to Verga in 1978, with a brief presentation of the writer. In 1979 he published
the full collection of letters under the title Un idillio letterario inedito verghiano, with an
introduction of 22 pages by Concetta Greco Lanza providing more extensive
bibliographical details.

Thanks to Garra Agosta's book, Messina came to the attention of Leonardo

! "Una lettera inedita di Maria Messina a Giovanni Verga", Rivista

Storica Siciliang n. 8, Catania, Edizioni Greco, Agosto, 1978, pp. 193-1895.

2 These details consist of an incomplete list of publications by Messina,
probably taken from the catalogque of the Naples Library. The biographical
details are reconstructed from Messina's letters.
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Sciascia’. As collaborator in the production of the book on Italian emigrants to America,
Partono i bastimenti®, Sciascia reprinted two of Messina's short stories, "La Meérica" and
"Nonna Lidda"’. A year later in 1981, the publishing house Sellerio of Palermo®, to
whom Sciascia acted as consultant and adviser, began to re-publish some of Messina's
works. This made them more readily accessible to the reading public. Sciascia, a Sicilian
writer himself, had a particular interest in the Sicilian literary heritage. He aimed at
recuperating the forgotten writers of his birthplace’. Messina's works were therefore of
particular interest to him.

Sellerio undertook to reprint the following:

1981. Casa paterna. Introduction by Leonardo Sciascia. Contents: "Casa paterna",
from the original volume Le briciole del destino (1918); "Gli ospiti" and “L'ora
che passa" from Piccoli gorghi (1911).

1982. La casa nel vicolo. (novel)

1988. Piccoli gorghi. This contains the short stories previously published in Pettini-fini
(1909)°, Piccoli gorghi (1911)° and Le briciole del destino (1918)™°.

"Dopo la pubblicazione di "Idillio", Leonardo Sciascia mi richiese un
esemplare, che gli spedii, cosl lui sollecitd la Sellerio a ripubblicare le opere
della Messina", Garra Agosta wrote to me in a letter of 18 March 1996.

Paolo Cresci and Luciano Guidobaldi (eds.), Mondadbr Milano, 1980.

> These stories are from Messina'sPiccoli gorghj, Sandron, Palermo, 1911.

The publishing house Sellerio was founded in Palermo in 1969 by Elvira
Giorgianni and Enzo Sellerio. They were encouraged in this venture by Leonardo
Sciascia, who "fin dall'inizio collabord alla scelta dei titoli” until his death
in 1988. The publishing house had initially "una sfera d'interesse
principalmente siciliano” but "si aprl in seguito ad opere di autori europei”
(Grande dizionario enciclopedico UTET, XVIII Salt-Sos, UTET, Torino, 1990, p.
518).

"Dominante, nei propositi di Sciascia, & anche la vocazione al ritratto
critico o saggistico; e in genere a quanto si richiama alla sua volonta sempre
espressa di incontrare autori e personaggi della sua isola. In questi incontri
il ‘'giallo', una delle corde del nostro autore, praticamente scompare, per
lasciar posto al dialogo, al riconoscimento [...] ad esempio, scrittori che il.
pubblico di solito dimentica, come De Roberto e Savinio" (Giacinto Spagnoletti,
Storia della letteratura italiana del Novecento, Newton Compton, Roma, 1994, p.
737).

8

Pettini-fini contained the short stories "Pettini-fini", "Janni lo
storpio”, "Le nove torrette", "Al buio", "Coglitora d'olive", "I1 compagno",
"Prima di farla...!” and "Grazia". It was published by Sandron.
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1989. Gente che passa. This contains the short stories previously published in //
guinzaglio (1921)"! and Ragazze siciliane (1921)"2.

1993. L'amore negato. (novel)

1996. Pettini-fini
Le briciole del destino.
1l guinzaglio. (These are republications of the original titles, and reproduce the

content of Sellerio's Piccoli gorghi and Gente che passa).

The short stories are part of the series "Il castello” while the novels form part of the
series entitled "La Memoria", which aims to furnish the reading public with reprints of
international "best sellers".

Perhaps due to the internationalization of national literatures which began to take
place in Europe during this period, La casa nel vicolo was deemed to offer something of
interest for the educated reader and since 1986 Messina's works (particularly the latter
novel) have been translated into German, French and English®.

The German-Swiss publishing house Arche Verlag, founded in Zurich in 1944,
published several of Messina's works in the 1990s after their translator, Maja Pflug,
discovered the Sellerio publications. Elisabeth Raabe, co-director of the company with
Regina Vitali, came from a background in the women's movement. Raabe and Vitali's

publishing programme during the 1980s was mostly centred around a nucleus of works

Piccoli gorghi contained "Munnino”, "La croce", "Sotto tutela", "Gli
ospiti", "Ti-nesciu", "Oggi a me, domani a te”, "La nicchia wvuota", "L'ora che
passa", "Dopo le serenate", "Il ricordo", "La Mérica", "Le scarpette"” and "Nonna
Lidda". It was published by Sandron.

10 Le briciole del destino contained "Lo scialle”, "Casa paterna”, "la
porta chiusa", "La signorina”, "Ciancianedda”, "Il prete nuovo"”, "Rancore”", "Le
scarpe", "La fatica di vivere", "Calabrd", "Demetrio Carmine" and "Il dovere”.

It was published by Treves.

1 Il quinzaglio contained "Stelle cadenti", "Miss Eliza", "lLa storia di
Burgio”, "Gente che passa", "Incontro”, "Una giornata di sole"”, "La bimba", "Il
miracolo di don Luciano Zimmardo", "Il guinzaglio", "L'avventura™, "La Meérica"”,
"Don Lillo", "Solo-pane” and "Lunard, pittore”. It was published by Treves.

12 Ragazze siciliane contained "Rose rosse”, "Il pozzo e il professore”,
"Camilla"”, "Mandorle"”, "Luciuzza", "Il telaio di Caterina”, "L'ideale infranto”
and "lLa veste caffé”". It was published by Le Monnier.

13 see Bibliography for complete list of works in translation.
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by Italian women writers: Natalia Ginzburg, Elsa Morante, Grazia Deledda.

They were drawn to Messina's works, particularly La casa nel vicolo, which
Raabe describes as "a little book which expresses so much of the condition of the
woman"'*. Although the company has since been forced to alter its programme due to
market trends, it intends to publish second editions of Messina's works'*.

A House in the Shadows (La casa nel vicolo) has been translated and published
by the Marlboro Press in Vermont, U.S.A. Two-thirds of Marlboro's publications are
translations, the majority of these being from Italian and French literature. The criterion
for publication choice is the editor's taste. The programme is not specifically aimed at
women's writing but at writers predominantly of the Fifties, Sixties and Seventies®.

Messina's novel was chosen, although written in the 1920s, because it was
considered "a fine novel", short, and ideal for the publishing programme. The company
does not intend republishing 4 House in the Shadows", although it has tentative plans to
publish other works of Messina's'®.  Authors published by Marlboro
contemporaneously with Messina, are Alberto Savinio, Elio Vittorini, Mario Brelich,
Ferdinando Camon, D'Annunzio, Fabio Della Seta, Beppe Fenoglio, Pasolini, Ennio

Flaiano, Curzio Malaparte, Goffredo Parise, Livia Veneziani Svevo, Leonardo Sciascia.

Actes Sud in Arles, France, published Messina's works as part of a general
programme concerning Italian writers such as Pasolini and Giorgio Pressburger; their

policy is not specifically aimed at women's writing".

' Elisabeth Raabe in a telephone conversation with me on 28.11.1996.
15> glisabeth Raabe in the telephone conversation of the same date.

'$ Information given me by Austryn Wainhouse in a telephone conversation on
2.1.1997.

17 Austryn Wainhouse, director of Marlboro Press, in a letter to me of
October 16, 1996.

% To0ld me by Austryn Wainhouse in the telephone conversation of 2.1.1996.

1% Ccommunicated to me on 2 December 1996 in a telephone conversation with
Jean Mattern's assistant at Actes Sud.
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Criticism of Messina's works

Messina's literary career reveals two periods of active critical attention - that covering
her time of writing, from 1911 to 1929 and that covering the period of her revival, from
1978 until the present day.

The two periods of the criticism of Messina's work are defined by the difference
in critical approach between the two epochs. The first period reflects the profound
influence of Croce's aesthetic and idealistic critical vision, while the second, dating from
the re-discovery of Messina's works, reflects the diversity of critical approach that since
the time of the dopoguerra has developed in Italy.

As pointed out by Vincenzo Leotta®, the disappearance of Messina's works from
circulation coincided with the advent of Fascism. The fundamentally anti-liberal
principles®' and the anti-feminist ideology of this dictatorship® were completely at odds
with the search for self-expression, autonomy and emancipation of women which
constituted an important aspect of Messina's narrative. Whatever progress had been

effected for women's rights by early feminist movements® was swept away by the

20 "Maria Messina", in Gli eredi di Verga, G. Barberi Squarotti (ed.), Atti
del convegno nazionale di studi e ricerche, Letteratura Amica, Catania, 1984, pp.
192 - 209.

21 Norberto Bobbio, "Profilo ideologico del Novecento", Storia della
letteratura italiana, Il1 Novecento, vol. 9, E. Cecchi and N. Sapegno (eds),
Garzanti, Milano, 1969, p. 200/ Giovanni Ragone, "Editoria, letteratura e
comunicazione”, in Letteratura Italiana Einaudi: Storia e geografia, L'eta
contemporanea, Einaudi, Torino, 1989, pp. 1047-; R. Contarino and M. Tedeschi,
Dal Fascismo al Resistenza, Editori Laterza, Roma-Bari, 1981; A. Asor Rosa, La
crisi dello Stato liberale e l'eta del fascismo, La Nuova Italia, Firenze, 1974;
- Giorgio Luti, Cronache letterarie tra le due guerre: 1920/1940, Editori
Laterza, Bari, 1966.

22 wrote Camilla Ravera: "con la campagna demografica il fascismo degrada
la donna, snaturandone del tutto la funzione umana e sociale" (in Breve storia
del movimento femminile in Italia, Riuniti, Roma, 1978, p. 129). The woman was

an instrument in the Fascist imperialist drive, wrote Piero Meldini,
""essenzialmente madre', votata a un destino incombente di gravidanze accellerate
per sostenere la missione imperiale dell'Italia" (in Sposa e madre esemplare,
Guaraldi, Rimini-Firenze, 1975, p. 19). For women, "la dittatura mussoliniana
costitul un episodio particolare e distinto del dominio patriarcale” (Victoria de
Grazia, "Il patriarcato fascista: come Mussolini governd le donne italiane
(1922-1940)", in Storia delle donne: il Novecento, by G. Duby and M. Perrot,
Laterza, Roma-Bari, 1992, p. 141).

2 see L. Capezzuoli and G. Cappabianca, Storia dell'emancipazione

femminile, Editori Riuniti, Roma, 1964, p. 125.
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inroads of the twenty-five-year reign of the Fascist regime, which was seen to
"respingere indietro la donna di decenni"*.

In this era, in which women's movements were unable to make headway and were
sidelined into auxiliary positions®, Messina's works, promoting the independence of the
woman, subtly condemning marriage® and undermining some of the fundamental social
principles of Fascism itself, disappeared from public attention.

Messina's writings continued to maintain a low profile in the postwar period
during which the energies of the entire nation were directed towards rebuilding the
shattered Italian economy and re-establishing political equilibrium. Neo-realism, then in
vogue, "rappresentava l'angolo nuovo da cui guardare la vita e innanzitutto il recente
passato: la guerra, la lotta partigiana, le condizioni delle citta e delle campagne durante

"Z Tt represented a "nuova pili impegnata coscienza morale e

I'occupazione alleata
civile"?.

The literary season was characterised by new writers who dominated the literary
scene with their dynamic and unconstrained modes of perceiving life and writing about it:
Alberto Moravia, Cesare Pavese, Elsa Morante, Natalia Ginzburg, Vasco Pratolini, Elio
Vittorini, Italo Calvino, Lalla Romano. Messina's modest style of writing by now
constituted what could be considered as outdated expressions of a bygone age.

When Giovanni Garra Agosta discovered Messina's letters to Verga, a new era

had begun in the literary sphere. Marxist criticism had taken root after the Second

24Camilla Ravera, cit., p. 127.

23 n11 movimento suffragista e quello femminista [...] non potevano
resistere al clima degli anni di guerra e [...] si imboccd 1l'unica strada forse
praticabile: quella filantropica ed assistenzialistica"” (Piero Meldini, cit., p.
60) .

¢ In Mussolini's demographic campaign, women were sent back to the
"focolare domestico"™ and urged to reproduce; marriage was thus vigorously
encouraged and an "imposta sui celibi” was introduced in 1925 to discourage men,
"morbosamente egoistici", from remaining "scapoli o sposati senza prole”
(Victoria de Grazia, cit., p. 155).

*7 Giacinto Spagnoletti, Storia della letteratura italiana del Novecento,
Newton Compton, Roma, 1994, p. 553.

Zephrio Santoro, Letteratura italiana del Novecento, Le Monnier, Firenze,
1981, p. 365.
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World War”, working hand in hand with the politically motivated literature of the 1950
and 1960s.

The 1960s saw a resurgence of the Southern problem which had long been a
thorny issue in the Italian socio-political scene. Attempts were made to re-establish
industry in the South, struck hard by economic depression. In this climate, Marxism was
a major theoretical force, extending from politics and economics into culture. By the
early 1960s and 1970s Marxist criticism was especially fertile*®. A consequence of this
was the revival of critical interest in Verismo.

Renewed attention began to be paid to the Nineteenth-century Veristic - notably
Sicilian - writers. It was an era which was seeing the great success of Di Lampedusa's I/
Gattopardo, published in 1962. In the wake of this success, Federico De Roberto's /
Viceré enjoyed renewed interest, republication and increased circulation. More
importantly, there was also renewed critical interest in the works of Giovanni Verga®'.

In this renewed season of critical attention paid to the ideological aspects of
Verismo, Garra Agosta's new-found discovery - a writer of Veristic formation - found a
receptive audience. The timing of the publication of his book Un idillio letterario
inedito verghiano was therefore most fortuitous for Messina's re-presentation.

Messina's new-found success was also facilitated by the resurgence of the
feminist movement. The student uprisings of the Sessantoffo had brought about an
increased consciousness of the feminine condition and indeed of all oppressed groups.
The movements established by protesters sought to work towards the improvement of

civil rights. As the feminist movement gained strength and momentum a new literary

29 Romano Luperini, Pessimismo e verisme 1in Giovanni Verga, Liviana
Editrice, Padova, 1971, p. 217.

30 "Ed ecco, ora, Masiello, Asor Rosa, Luperini, fra i pil dotati della
nuova generazione di critici, con dietro di sé Gramsci, Lukdcs, venti anni di
discussioni sul marxismo, venti anni di ricerche di storia, esperienze
generosamente vivaci di impegno politico, eccoli riprendere in mano Verga, e
riproporsi gli eterni problemi della sua storia interiore col suo approdo al
verismo, dei rapporti suoi col verismo, del suo porsi di fronte alla realtd
proletaria e contadina in Sicilia" (Giuseppe Petronio, "Intervento”, in Alberto
Asor Rosa, Il caso Vergg Palumbo Editore, Palermo, 1972, p. 122).

3 From 1965 onwards Verga's works began to be republished on an extensive
basis, starting with Opere (edited by L. Russo), Ricciardi, 1965). Mondadori
began its republication of Verga's works with I Malavoglia in 1968 (edited by P.
Nardi).
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establishment arose, termed "feminist criticism". It aimed at "redressing the imbalances
of literary history by examining gender stereotypes and giving full weight to hitherto
ignored women's writing"*Z.

As Sandra Kemp and Paola Bono point out, this new feminist movement came
about when the emancipatory struggle had largely been achieved™. The efforts made by
the burgeoning feminist literary movement were therefore aimed at exploring the female
condition through literature and working towards the creation of a "female lLiterary

"3 separate from the traditional male-based literary canon. To this end, an

tradition
essential part of feminist criticism consisted of resuscitating women's texts from the
past’. Messina's works could be seen to contribute to the history of women's writings

in Italian literature.
Criticism of Messina's works from 1978 to the present day

A review of the criticism of Messina's work must necessarily begin with some
consideration on G. Garra Agosta's book, Un idillio letterario inedito verghiano. As an
introduction, Concetta Greco Lanza wrote what would be the first critical analysis of

Messina's works since 1929%.

32 Maggie Humm, Practising Feminist Criticism, Prentice Hall/Harvester
Wheatsheaf, Hemel Hempstead, 1995, p. xi.

33 The Lonely Mirror: Italian Perspectives on Feminist Theory, Routledge,

London and New York, 1993, p. 5.
34 . .
Maggie Humm, cit., p. 2.

33 Maggie Humm, cit., p. 2. See also Sydney Janet Kaplan: "The re-
discovery of lost women writers has been essential to the development of feminist
criticism. Annis Pratt refers to it as 'spadework criticism', and believes that
'many women authors were not haphazardly "forgotten" but deliberately buried’,
because their writing was 'far too critical of contemporary sexual norms for them
to survive' the censorship of influential male critics" ("Varieties of feminist
criticism”, in Gayle Green and Coppélia Kahn, Making a Difference: Feminist
Literary Criticism Methuen, London and New York, 1985, p. 42).

3¢ npall'esame pur sintetico della novella [Luciuzza] emergono gia nello
stile della Messina frequenti richiami al mondo del Verga: se perd il soggetto
ci riconduce nel suo inizio all'argomento di "Orfani”, nelle Rusticane, e alla
visita del “"consolo" de I Malavoglia, il 1linguaggio & meno incisivo, con
sfumature femminee evidenti pur nell'impersonalita del racconto. [...] Esse
rivelano una sensibilitd morbida e delicata” (In Garra Agosta, cit., pp. 22-23).
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Leonardo Sciascia's part in the recuperation of Messina's writings is significant.
In his 1980 introduction Sciascia praised Messina for having been among the few writers
to comment on an historical and social phenomenon as monumental as that of the vast
wave of emigration to America. In his Nota to the Sellerio publication, Casa
paterna, Sciascia likened Messina's art to that of Chechov and called her a "Katherine
Mansfield siciliana"*’. This has become a catch-phrase amongst subsequent critics.

An important contribution to criticism of Messina's works is that of Vincenzo
Leotta®®. Leotta examines in depth psychological motifs, themes and subthemes in Casa
paterna and La casa nel vicolo. Leotta sees Messina's work as moving from the
"esperienza veristica", never completely abandoning it, towards "il racconto intimistico-

n39

decadente"”. He sees an affinity with the crepuscolari in her "gusto pittorico per i colori

spenti, [...] la predilezione per la quotidianita avvilita dalla miseria"®.

Salvatore Cataldo’s*! article containing a list of various critics who dealt with
Messina's work in both the first and the second periods of criticism, can be considered
one of the first attempts at bibliographical research on Messina. Cataldo sees her works
as containing elements of Scapigliatura® but finds Messina essentially "un'attardata",
"una verista in ritardo", who, incapable of "mettersi in sintonia con i grandi ‘profeti della

decadenza™, chooses "la regressione ottocentesca"”. This judgement recalls that of

many early critics who concentrated fundamentally on her style.

37 L. Sciascia, Nota to M. Messina, Casa paterna, Sellerio, Palermo, 1981,
p. 61.

38 Op.cit.
* Ipid., p. 194.
9 Ipid.

i1 "Una dimenticata scrittrice del primo Novecento: Maria Messina", in
Archivio storico siciliano, Serie IV, Vol. VIII, Palermo, 1982, pp. 295-301.
This essay was reproduced in Cataldo's book, Postille novecentesche, cit, pp. 9-
16.

2 In Messina's story Le scarpe (in Piccoli gorghi, Sellerio, 1988) Cataldo
sees "Pagine di un grottesco macabro ed agghiacciante {...}] che potrebbero ben
figurare in un'ideale antologia ‘'nera', insieme a certe cose della nostra
Scapigliatura” (inArchivio storico sicilianp p. 298).

*3 Ibid, pp. 300 - 301.
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Maria di Giovanna's book La fuga impossibile: sulla narrativa di Maria

Messina® constitutes the first feminist reading of Messina's work. It comprises a
detailed critical analysis of aspects of her writing, focusing on the condition of women:
firstly, the notion of imprisonment, secondly, sexuality and lastly, fashion in the novel Un
fiore che non fiori.

After the publication by Sellerio of Messina's novel, La casa nel vicolo in 1982
there was a burgeoning of reviews in newspapers and journals. Giorgio De Rienzo®
scrutinises the psychological recesses of the characters, providing an unprecedented
assessment of the novel's temporal and spatial structure®.

Egle Palazzolo, writing about the same novel*’, also refers to spatial terms in his
analysis. His perspective, however, is the space of the house in which the woman is
destined to be confined”®. Although brief, Palazzolo's analysis crystallises some of the
most important themes and motifs of Messina's writing that other critics in longer studies
do not explore.

Mirella Maugeri Salerno in an article describing Messina's history, works and
general themes*, saw her predominantly as a Realist writer in that she acts as a "fedele
registro storiografico della realtd". Her primary objective is the "denuncia della

condizione femminile"®. Hence, Messina is neither "attardata" nor "Scapigliata”, but

a4 Federico & Ardia, Napoli, 1985.

> wapni Venti: Ritratto di famiglia siciliana”", in Corriere della sera,
14.11.1982.

% De Rienzo's analysis of space - both psychological and physical - 1is
brilliant; he ably assesses the narrative structure of the novel, pointing to
its circular motion and its two sections, creating an equilibrium and an order
reflected in the story itself.

47 "Maria Messina: una riscoperta”, in Palermo, dicembre 1982, nuova
serie, Anno II, N. 12, p. 39.

48 Drawing the attention of the reader also to Casa paterna (Sellerio,
Palermo, 1981) with its three short stories, Palazzolo points to the metaphor of
the house as "scenario unico, ricorrente, come spazio designato dove il destino
di una donna irrimediabilmente si compie: una casa che pud essere rifugio,
copertura ma anche prigione" (Ibid., p. 39).

49 nMaria Messina", 1in Letteratura siciliana al femminile: donne
scrittrici e donne personaggio, Sarah 2appulla Muscara (ed.), Sciascia,
Caltanissetta-Roma, 1987, pp. 219-230.

0 1pid., pp. 229 - 230.
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rather the producer of documentary writings on a real historical condition.

Maugeri Salerno examines the misery of the woman's lot in La casa nel vicolo
and in Casa paterna, concentrating on the marginalisation and solitude of the woman.
She comments on the sentiment of death pervading Messina's work, linking her to other
Sicilian writers®. Since the article is intended predominantly to present Messina, it is
necessarily superficial in its analysis.

Maria Attanasio's 1989 review of Gente che passa® is seen from a feminist
viewpoint. She likens Messina to Virgina Woolf and Sylvia Plath in the "destino
negativo" (multiple sclerosis) which seems to "fatalmente segnare l'esistenza di quelle
scrittrici che hanno, per prime, riscattato il mondo delle donne da un lungo e coatto
silenzio".

In 1996 Clotilde Barbarulli and Luciana Brandi published a book on Messina
entitled I colori del silenzio: Strategie narrative e linguistiche in Maria Messina.
This examines the short stories found in Pettini-fini, Piccoli gorghi, Le briciole del
destino, Ragazze siciliane and Il guinzaglio, from a feminist criticism and linguistic
approach.

References to Messina in the Italian literary sphere exist in this period of
recuperation. They are brief but serve to show how Messina has been recognised as a
writer deserving of attention and of inclusion in anthologies of both women's literature

and history of literature™,

! she mentions Verga, Pirandello, De Roberto, Tomasi di Lampedusa,
Sciascia, D'Arrigo. (p. 229).

52"Anime morte”, inlLa Sicilis 26.10.1989, p. 3.
53 ,
Tufani, Ferrara, 1996.

>4 Arnalde Di Benedetto praised Messina's Casa paterna (Sellerio, 1981)
describing her as "notevole" and likening her to Pirandello in ability, in G.
Mariani and M. Petrucciani (eds.) Letteratura italiana contemporanea, Lucarini
Editore, Roma, 1983, pp. 283-284}). )

Rosario Contarino mentions Messina's contribution to the "panorama

letterario siciliano”, with her figures of "donne della piccola borghesia
asserragliate negli spazi ristrettissimi di case-prigione", in "Il Mezzogiorno e
la Sicilia", Letteratura italiana, Storia e geografia, vol III, L'eta

contemporanea, Einaudi, Torino, 1989, pp. 754-5.

Miriam Mafai includes Messina amongst the other women writers of the
century, in Le donne italiane: il chi & del '900, Rizzoli, Milano, 1993, p. 296,
describing briefly her life, her works, and the renewed critical interest of the
1980's.
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The reviews in Germany, Switzerland and Austria

A great deal of critical attention followed the German translations of Messina's works,
Das Haus in der Gasse in 1990, Der zerronnene Traum in 1992 and Jede Einsamkeit ist
anders, in 1994.

Of the 44 texts of criticism™ ranging from brief reviews to articles of several
pages, the following offer particular insight into the analysis of Messina's works.

In their analysis of Das Haus in der Gasse, the critics concentrate mainly on Don
Lucio's position of power in the house.

Barbara Débler's "Hinter Mauern"*® ["Behind Walls"] sees the house and its
inhabitants as a solar system, in which the women and children, like planets, revolve
around "den Fixpunkt, den Hernn des Hauses, Don Lucio". In another metaphor, she
likens the house to an orderly madhouse ("Irrenhause"), one in which everything is
wrong, but everything works.

Uwe-Jens Ruhnau's "Ein Haus als Gefingnis"*’ ["A House as Prison"] sees Don
Lucio as an almighty God ("allmichtiger Gott") who demands a sacrifice ("Opfer").
Alessio is this sacrifice. This makes of Messina's work a socio-psychological sacrifice
ritual, making retribution for the sins of the Father ("Die Schuld des Vaters").

Wolfgang Prosinger's "Der Widerling als Normalfall"®® ["The Contrast to
Normality"] explores Don Lucio's methods of achieving the subjection of his womenfolk:
through a rough ("groben") system of forbidding ("Verboten") and enforcing
("Geboten").

With this system Don Lucio also effects the women's psychic and sexual
dependency ("Abhingigkeit") upon himself. Messina's novel constitutes a heavy social

criticism. Don Lucio is depicted as demon ("Damon") and monster. What is worse, he is

55 Because of the difficulty in obtaining the German texts, I have
reproduced them in Appendix C.

¢ pie zeit, 23.11.1990.
57 .
Das neue Bild 22.12.1990.

*® Basler Zeitung 24.8.1990.
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the archetype of normality in a bourgeois patriarchal system.

The reviews of the short stories in Der zerronnene Traum dwell largely on the
sense of Fate, pessimism and lack of escape hanging over the lives of the protagonists.

Sulamith Sparre's "Sizilianische Frauenohnmocht"* ["The Impotence of Sicilian
Women"] describes the stories as being of young women whose zest for life is soon
broken, or arrives at an impasse. She too refers to sacrifice: they are the sacrificial
offers of the people around them, and of husbands hungry for power.

Elisabeth Grotz's article, "Schuchterner Ungehorsam der Seele"® ["The timid
Disobedience of the Soul"] sees Messina's work as a precursor of women's emancipation,
particularly in the story "Die Zeit, die vergeht" ("L'ora che passa"), where the
protagonist, Rosalia, eschews the security of marriage in favour of autonomy, even in the
face of social ostracism.

Roswitha Shoell-Dombrowsky in "Frauenschicksale aus Sizilien"® ["Sicilian
Women's Destinies"] sees the basis for the tragic fate of Messina's women as stemming
from Egoism ("Egoismus"), Jealousy ("Eifersucht"), Greed ("Habgier") and Envy
("Neid"). The appeal of the stories lies in Messina's psychological observance and in her
poetic-melancholic depiction.

Margit Knapp Cazzola's "Mann stickt und strickt und welkt dahin"®* ["One
embroiders and knits and fades away"] observes that Messina's characters come from all
strata of life but suffer always the same fate: they can never evade the pressures
("Zwinge") placed on them by family and society. They are prisoners ("Gefangene"
gnawed by the desire to break out.

Why this is so, the Author does not ask; she undertakes no analysis of society,
preferring to describe the conditions of the soul. For the critic, male figures in the stories
are flatter and less impressive, and also trapped in their fates; but the female figures,

whose souls are described, are much more interesting.

% Nurnberger Zeitung 14.8.1993.
®© per Standard Wien, 22.1.1993.
®! Hessische/Niedersdchsische Allgemeine 10.1.1993.

62 Die Presse Wien, 5.12.1992.
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The reviews of Jede Einsamkeit ist anders [L'amore negato] often dwell on the
theme of two sisters, which repeats the situation of La casa nel vicolo. They also
examine frequently the motif of "Gliick" (happiness/luck).

Esther Rohr's article "Rubr und Unbestechlichkeit"® ["Peace and
Incorruptibility"] examines marriage and loneliness in the novel and concludes that they
are a mixture of happiness and unhappiness, luck and lucklessness ("Es ist ein Ungliick
mit dem Gliick"). She believes that Messina demonstrates well what she thinks of
marriage in the novel. That Severa and Miriam, contrasted with Nicolina and Antonietta,
choose to remain uncommanded, undominated by a man (“unbeherrscht"), is a sign of a
search for freedom ("Befreiung").

Ruth Kliger's article "Vogelscheuche sucht Vogel"** ["Scarecrow seeks Bird"]
also examines the theme of two sisters, which she says is uncommon in literature.
Miriam is the Good ("Gute") sister while Severa is the Bad ("Bose") one.

Leopold Federmair in "Sehnsucht der Ohren"®® ["The yearning of the Ears"],
taking Kliiger's article one step further, sees in the roles of the two sisters, one bad, one
good, a deceiving simplicity: at the end it becomes clear that Miriam in all her modesty,
is no pure Angel ("kein reiner Engel").

Henning Kliiver in "Das Innere des AuBeren"® ["Inside the Appearance"], like
Margit Knapp Cazzola, notes the absence of male figures: they are seen either as

negative stereotypes ("Negativschablonen") or are on the periphery.

The American reviews

Critics also paid attention to Messina in America, where many newspapers and journals

carried reviews of A House in the Shadows after its publication in 1989%’. A common

®3 prankfurter Rundschay 30.9.1995.

4 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 21.4.95.
5 pie Presse - Spectrum Wien, 4.3.1995.
%6 Das Sonntagsblat§ 3.2.95.

®7 Because of the difficulty in acquiring the American reviews, they are
all reproduced in Appendix C.
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thread in these reviews is psychological analysis, particularly of Don Lucio's character.
Patrizia Fusella's article®® speaks of Messina's contribution to the history of

feminist writing in the Italian literary sphere. She contrasts Messina's writing, which has

a "strong female and feminist stamp"®, with that of Sibilla Aleramo in Una donna, "now

considered to be the Italian feminist novel ante litteram"™

. Fusella finds Messina's style
"much more obviously modern”. She considers the source of her success in portraying
the plight of women to be in her use of Realism. Fusella's view of Messina as Realist
recalls that of Maugeri Salerno.

By contrast, the author of the short article "4 House in the Shadows"", finds
Messina's "fairy-tale-like" simplicity of style and character dated; nevertheless, her
writing is marked by "courage and understated strength".

The Book Fool's long review, "A Moving Study of Corrupted Lives in Maria

"72 provides insight into Don Lucio's character and

Messina's Rediscovered Masterpiece
personality, seeing him not as "an embodiment of evil" but as a victim, whom it is
"impossible to blame" due to the circumstances which made him what he is.

w73

Lynne Lawyer in "Enslavement in Sicily"" observes that an important element of

the "doomed domestic arrangement" in the novel is constituted by certain "obscure
currents". She dwells on Nicolina's "erotic masochism" in allowing herself to be
exploited; the sense of inertia preventing anyone in the household from bettering the
ctrcumstances.

Helen Barolini's review "A Walk in the Shadows"™* also remarks on the women's

acceptance of Don Lucio's treatment: "Don Lucio is a sordid figure, explained only by

68 "Reviews: A House in the Shadows", in Italian Americana, II, No. 2,
University of Rhode Island, Spring/Summer 1993, pp. 270-273.

89 patrizia Fusella, op.cit, p. 216.
7% 1bid, p. 271.

"l publishers Weekly 15 December 1989.
2 Times, March 1990, p. 22.

73

The New York Times Book Review April 22, 1990.

"% Belles Lettres: A review of books by women, Spring, 1990, p. 7 [also
reviewed are Grazia Deledda'sCosima and Paola Drigo'sMaria Zefi.
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what was done to him in his childhood. It is not so much that we withhold compassion
from him as that we are stung with horror at the behavior of the two women, who allow
Don Lucio to bully and abuse them". She queries the credibility of their personalities:
"Nothing in their inner lives justifies or explains the psychology of such abnegation".

The short review, "A House in the Shadows"”, observes: "No recent book I
have read speaks so eloquently of the condition of women, nor with such quiet dignity,
nor in a voice so true".

Bruce Allen's "A House in the Shadows"™ contains a brief but accurate portrait
of Don Lucio: "a hypocritical sadist who's convinced he is a deeply moral man".

Herbert Mitgang in "The Other Southern Literary Tradition: Italy's"”, sees Don
Lucio not so much as a "petty tyrant as a traditional man of his times", who "knows his
place as a male and theirs as female". Mitgang is also less critical of Nicolina's
acceptance of Don Lucio's advances - it is not "erotic masochism" that forces her to

submit, but "because resistance is difficult”.

Criticism of Messina's works from 1911 to 1929

From the beginning of her literary career Messina received regular attention from
critics”. There was praise of Messina's artistic talent, sometimes ecstatic (Alfio
Berretta), sometimes bemused by her pessimism (Alberto Marzocchi).

Most of her works were reviewed, not only in the women's journals La Donna

and A/manacco della Donna but also in newspapers and in the literary periodicals Nuova

75 Bostonia: the Magazine of Culture and Ideas, Boston University,

July/August 1990.
e "Foreign language fiction", The Philadelphia Inquirer View, Sunday,
July 15, 1990.

7 The New York Times, The Arts, Saturday, December 15, 1990. [the review
1s accompanied by one of Pirandello'®ne, No One and One Hundred Thousard

"® In Appendix C the reviews by the following critics are reproduced:
Alfio Berretta, Paolo Arcari, Orlo Williams, G.S. Gargano, Alberto Marzocchi,
A.d'A., L'Ignota, R.G.S., Giuseppe Lipparini, Gennaro Giannini, Benedetto
Migliore.
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Antologia and L'Italia che scrive. Her works also appeared in volumes of literary
criticism.

The reviews vary in length and in content. Many concentrate purely on stylistic
technique and aesthetic effects. This could be because reviewers avoided dealing with
the content of Messina's work which for the period was audacious (the recurrent sexual
content) and not without political undertones (subtle condemnation of the Fascist
system). Few courageously convey their interpretations of Messina's meaning and
provide contributions to insight into her work.

Messina's most-cited critic (by modern scholars, because of his ready availability)
is G.A. Borgese (1882-1952). He reviewed her work twice, her short stories Pettini-fini
and Piccoli gorghi in 1913 and her novel 4/a deriva in 1923%. Borgese's principles
greatly influenced his outlook and his "indirizzo spirituale”. In literature and criticism he

181

sought "l'esaltazione dei valori della tradizione e dell'ordine classico" His aesthetic

ideal was "l'unita e [la] cooperazione profonda tra veritd, moralita e bellezza", gradually
moving away from Croce's vision of "distinzioni"*’.

His critique of Messina's work could not be wholly positive as he objected in
principle to both the genre in which she wrote (short stories) and to women's writing in
general. For Borgese, classic literary tradition was masculine and women were effective
writers only if they imitated successfully the writing of men. In the three volumes of La
vita e il libro (1909-1910, 1911, 1913), he reviewed Neera, Serao, Vivanti, Deledda,
Negri, Sand, Willy, Guglielminetti, Aleramo.

He recognised the merits of most, especially Deledda, Negri, Neera and Serao,
and praised Guglielminetti for her imitation of D'Annunzio. But his opinion of women's
literature was that "Ben presto finiscono quasi tutte per riddare in una lugubre danza di

cupidigie e di vanaglorie e non serbano della femminilita che i residui pitt velenosi: il

7 "Una scolara del Verga", La vita e il libro, III* serie, Fratelli Bocca,

Torino, 1913, pp 213-220. (Reprinted by Zanichelli, Bologna, 1928, pp. 164-169).
° Tempo di edificare Treves, Milano, 1923, pp. 129-131.

81 Giorgio Barberi-Squarotti, "G.A. Borgese”, Grande dizionario
enciclopedico UTET wvol. III, UTET, Torino, 1985, pp. 552-553.

82 Dizionario letterario Bompiani degli Autori, I, Bompiani, Milano, 1968,
pp. 298-299.

36



pettegolezzo e la menzogna"®.

In the first article Borgese criticized Messina for her appropriation of the style
that Verga had worked hard to achieve®. However, he praised her "onesta dell'arte che
la fa degna del modello: quel contentarsi di cid che puo e quella lindura d'ordine e di
stile donde traspare la coscienza di non mentire"®.

In the second article he briefly described the novel Alla deriva as one which sees
"bruciare in un fuoco di passione patriotica e bellicosa le scorie di una vita nobile e
sbagliata"®. Borgese was the only critic of the period who, in examining Messina's
work, saw it as "women's writing" and hence defective, following Croce's pessimistic
view®’.

Eugenio Donadoni (1870-1924) was not prejudiced against women writers. He
examined Primavera senza sole in 1920%. Contrary to Borgese, Donadoni, whose
critical premise was based on psychological analysis®, saw the writing of women as a
valuable aspect of literature: "Le donne, troppo piu di troppi scrittori uomini, hanno oggi
il senso della realta, la coscienza della propria capacita, [...] e il bisogno di dire,

semplicemente e spontaneamente, la loro anima, se non pure la loro esperienza"®.

That Messina recalled Verga, was for Donadoni "prova di non lieve serietd

83 yol. I. 1909-1910, p. 121.
84 op. cit., p. 216.

85 1pid.

a6 Borgese, Tempo di edificare p. 130.

87 wrutte [{le scrittrici] sono pochissimo letterate, con gli svantaggi
della poca letteratura, che si mostrano nella scorrettezza, nella imprecisione e
nell'inequaglianza della forma" (B. Croce, La letteratura della nuova Italia,
vol. II, Laterza, Bari, 1914-1940, p. 357).

88 "Rassegna di romanzi e di novelle"”, Nuova Antolegia, Roma, 16.10.1820,
Anno 55, Fascicolo 116, pp. 360-361.

8 wportato dalla sua personale esperienza a considerare l'opera d'arte
come un prodotto di tutto l'uomo, espressione cioé della pienezza della sua vita
interiore, egli mosse un'attenta indagine psicologica verso l'interpretazione e
la valorizzazione delle creazioni dei nostri auteri” ("Eugenio Donadoni",
Dizionario letterario Bompiani degli Autori, Vol. I, Bompiani, Milano, 1968, p.
661) .

90 Donadoni, op.cit, p. 360.
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morale ed artistica"!

. Donadoni's review is a balanced synopsis. He drew sketches of
the various characters and cut to the core of the novel. Praising Messina for her
"sobrieta € rilievo”, he saw in her writing "certi scatti di inaspettata profonda poesia, che
rompono di mezzo la prosa del racconto come fiori di mezzo al greto". Donadoni's
emphasis on poetry reveals that he too was still influenced by Croce's aesthetic ideals.
Ada Negri in her prefatory letter to Le briciole del destino praised Messina's
intuition which allowed her to explore the depths of life. She evoked the essence of the
short stories: "si; le briciole del destino: avare e magre, sprezzanti ed anonime, che la
vita getta con distratto compatimento agli Umili, i quali non posseggono la forza di
offendere, né quella di ben difendersi, ¢ non possono nemmeno mettere in mostra la

n92

tragica bellezza di grandi sventure"”. In mentioning the Umili, Negri implies Messina's

connection with Verga.

Alfio Berretta™

s long article of 1920 reviewing Le briciole del destino and Alla
deriva described the latter as "il piu perfetto racconto che dal 1915 fino ad oggi si
saputo scrivere”, and Messina as "la fiaccola che splende a segnare la via giusta"*. Her
short stories were enveloped in "un leggero velo di poesia" and her characters were
"persone vive e reali che restano con noi per un pezzo".

Berretta observed that Messina was "una scrittrice che pur di restare coerente alle
proprie idee rischia di andare incontro ad un insuccesso di pubblico"®. This is an
ambiguous statement by the critic and is a possible warning about the topic.

Paolo Arcari, 1879-1955, was a "scrittore versatile e limpido, autore di numerosi

196

saggi [...] su autori italiani e francesi"”. He reviewed Primavera senza sole in 1921%,

a1 Donadoni, ibid, p. 361.
2 pda Negri, op.cit, Treves, Milano, 1918, pp. vii - viii.

3 Berretta himself was a writer. Many of his short stories appeared in

Nuova Antologia during the 1920s, such as La casa fredda, 16.10.1925, Anno 60,
Fasc. 1286, pp. 317-326; he also published a novel, Rubacuori by Maia, Milano,
in 1929.

% Giornale dell'Isola letterarip lunedl 4 ottobre 1920, pp. 2-3.
® 1pbid., p. 3.

%6 Dizionario enciclopedico della letteratura italiana, ACAR, Laterza-
Unedi, Bari, 1966, p. 168.
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describing the psychological undertones in the novel. He offered a sympathetic
interpretation of the sentiments of the protagonist, Orsola: "Invece dell'invidia per le
famiglie un po' galleggianti nella tranquillita d'avere "un salotto buono', la Messina
esprime la stanchezza nervosa per le bugie necessarie, la rivolta della dignita offesa"®.

He also captured the contrasting emotions of a woman living in a changing
world, aware of the new choices available to her but caught up in the traditional mould:
"Vergognosa del proprio bisogno di amare e di essere amata, di passare per ogni casa
con quella voglia sconfinata di affetto e di confidenza, [...] la Messina si rassegna al
destino della femminiliti onesta"”.

The first non-Italian review of Messina was on Alla deriva written by the English
reviewer, Orlo Williams'®, in 1920'°!,  Williams was outside Italy, and was not
constrained by the social ferments and upheavals occurring there. In addition, he was
exposed to freer forms of literature. This permitted him to scrutinise the content of the
novel.

His analysis shows an understanding of the structure and the thematic material of
the novel. This is imparted with clarity to the reader. His interpretation of the title has
great insight: "they [Simonetta and Marcello] drift together and then drift on to the
rocks because they are both of them weak, and because they undertook their voyage
without understanding one another thoroughly".

For Williams, Messina "does not try to force her notes, or to affect any
appearance of ultra-modernity. She is content to frame her story and tell it simply" and

"has the gift of conveying a scene to the reader's mind in a few words".

97 Almanacco della Donna Italiana, Anno II, Bemporad, Firenze, 1921, pp.
300-301.

% 1bid., p. 300.
% Ipid., p. 301.

looOrlo (Orlando Cyprian) Williams, 1883-1967, is described as "Athlete,
scholar in the «c¢lassics and modern languages, especially Italian, man of

letters"; he contributed frequently to the Times Literary Supplement, wrote The
Life and Letters of John Rickman in 1912, La Vie de Bohéme in 1913, a study of
Carducci in 1914. He translated several Italian books (The Times, obituary of

Orlo Williams, 11 March 1967).

101 "Alla deriva", The Times Literary Supplement 5 Rugust 1920, p. 502.
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G.S. Gargino reviewed Un fiore che non fiori in 1924'% offering an
interpretation of both the plot and of Franca's personality, and questioning certain
weaknesses of these structures.

1 and again using the approach of

In 1927 Gargano reviewed Le pause della vita
the first review, indicated elements and weaknesses of plot structure. While criticizing
Messina's portrayal of Paola and the choices she makes in her life, Gargano nonetheless
clarifies the story line and places in focus some psychological aspects of the protagonist.

Alberto Marzocchi reviewed Le pause della vita'™ offering a good background
synopsis and also an explanation of the title: "Le “pause della vita' sono queile che
intercorrono tra l'apparizione di un sogno e il suo troppo lento avverarsi: nei riguardi di
Paola tra il sorgere del suo primo unico sogno di amore e il giomo inopinato del suo
possibile coronamento. Ma la 'pausa’ ha maturato in sé un evento che rende ormai
impossibile questo compirsi".

In 1929 a critic using the acronym A.d'A. reviewed L'amore negato'”®, praising
Messina's writing style: "l'autrice disdegna ornamenti, fronzoli, riempitivi, rimanendo in
quella semplicita formale e sostanziale che le € cara”.

A. d'A. brefly but accurately describes the story line, dwelling on Severa's
character and her downfall, brought about by her own doings: "E nel cuore di Severa
nasce ora, inatteso, un nuovo sentimento: l'amore. Ma é troppo tardi: ella é sola e la

sua casa e vuota d'affetti. E'la vita che essa stessa si & creata”.

Some minor reviews, although not adding to the understanding of Messina's
narrative, serve to document contemporary interest in her writing. They also mirror the
reading tastes of the borghesia. They appeared in women's journals or weeklies and

were directed at a middle-class and mid-intellectual reading public. I mention them (and

192 Almanacco della Donna Italiana Bemporad, Firenze, 1924, pp. 305-306.

103
178-179.

Almanacco della Donna Italiana, Anno VIII, Bemporad, Firenze, 1927, pp.

Lo4 "Romanzi di donne", L'Illustrazione Italiana, Bnno LIII, 2° semestre,

1926, p. 514.

105 wgerittrici italiane",La Donna Milano, gennaio 1929, p. 47.
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reproduce them in my Appendix C) since they are hard to find, and because they have
value as documentary evidence of the cultural level of the reading public.

One of the first pieces of criticism of Messina's work is by L'Ignota, in 1911'%,
on Piccoli gorghi. Of interest is her criticism of Messina's syntactical use of dialect,
transformed into Italian. It is a sign of the controversy which reigned on the use of
dialect in literature in this epoch.

In 1913 a critic using the acronym R.G.S. published a long review of I racconti
di Cismeé'®’, praising it for "il commendevole senso d'arte con cui ¢ scritto, la lingua pura
e curata, la bella ed elegante fattura".

Still on the subject of children's books, E. Formiggini Santamaria reviewed
Cenerellain 1919'%,

In 1920 Giuseppe Lipparini included a brief review of Le briciole del destino™® in
a section devoted to female writers (Clarice Tartufari, Rina Pierazzi, Bianca De Maj,
Sibilla Aleramo, Anna Franchi, Matilde Serao).

In the same year, Gennaro Giannini, director of the publishing house of the same
name and publisher of the journal Orma, published reviews of Primavera senza sole*™
and of Alla deriva'''. 1t is possible that Primavera senza sole was serialised in Orma;
however the copies containing these instalments are no longer extant.

Also in 1920, Benedetto Migliore wrote a short review of Alla deriva??.

Salvatore Cataldo gives a list of critics who mention Messina'®. Their works

106 "Cronache letterarie",La Donna, Anno VII, 5.3.1911, No. 149, p. 15.

197 w1 1ibri dei piccoli",La Donna 5.4.1913, Anno IX, no. 199, p. 47.

108 L'Italia che scrive no. 6, VII, 1919, p. 75.

109 "Rassegne letterarie", Almanacco della Donna Italiana, Anno I, Bemporad,
Firenze, 1920, pp. 175-176.

110 "I libri e le riviste", Orma, Gennaro Giannini editore, Napoli, Maggio
1920, p. 254.

1 "I libri e le riviste", Orma, Gennaro Giannini editore, Napoli, Giugno
1920, p. 303.

112 "Cronaca dei 1libri", Il Giornale di Sicilia, venerdl-sabato 13-14

agosto 1920, p. 2.

113 F. Palazzi, "Le pause della vita", L'Italia che scrive, n.l12, dicembre
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contain only brief references to her, except for the critiques of Palazzi and Tonelli, which
consist of a paragraph or two.

In 1927, AF. Formiggini (director of L'Italia che scrive) wrote an article
dedicated to "La Donna che scrive”''. In it he lauded Grazia Deledda for having won
the Nobel prize for literature in 1926 and praised the women writers of Italy. Foremost
were Negri, Tartufari, Vivanti, Aleramo. Alongside Guglielminetti, Prosperi and
Formiggini Santamaria, he mentioned Maria Messina.

The criticism of this first period of Messina's fortune consists of very brief
articles (apart from Borgese's of 1913 and Berretta's of 1920). They are notable for their
empbhasis on stylistic technique, diction and form.

Few examine plot structure - Gargano is perhaps the only one to do so. Some -
not many - dwell on the psychological aspects of the works, but do not do so in depth.
All these reviews lack analysis of themes, motifs, symbology, characterisation and an

examination of plot structure.

1926, p. 257 |[this review is dedicated entirely to Palazzi's impression of
Messina's style]; G. Raya, Il romanzo, Milano, 1950, p. 48l1; F. Flora, Storia
della letteratura italiana, V, Milano, 1961, p. 642; A. Galletti, Il Novecento,
Milano, 1954, p. 604. Cataldo also quotes from Luigi Tonelli's review of La casa
nel vicolo, published in Alla ricerca della personalita: Saggi di critica
militante, Milano, 1923, pp. 306-307 (This review was first published in
Almanacco della Donna Italiana Anno III, Bemporad, Firenze, 1922, p. 218).

114 L'Ttalia che scrive Anno X, No. 12, Dicembre 1927, p. 261.
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CHAPTER 3

The Legacy of Verismo:
Messina's Short Stories

The short story (novella) and the bozzetto' were a favourite genre of Messina's. She
kept to these forms over a period of twenty years and they reflect her changing literary
attitudes and artistic ability.

Messina's Works of the Pre-War Period
From 1909 to 1914 Messina wrote three volumes® of stories for adults and three for

children® and submitted individual stories to literary journals®.

This was a period in which the prevailing literary models were D'Annunzio’,

! Alberto Asor Rosa calls bozzetto "quel tipo di struttura narrativa, in

cui la ricerca del colore ambientale predomina sugli interessi di svolgimento del

racconto”" (Il caso Verga, Palumbo, Palermo, 1972, pp. 22-23). Roberto Fedi
describes the bozzetto as "'prova', ‘esperimento’, *schizzo!, “tentativo!',
“sketch'"; a form of writing whose "esistenza & normalmente accettata solo nella

sua funzione di crisalide, dalla quale dovra poi librarsi la non piu precaria e
anzi distesa scrittura del “racconto', della ‘“novella' o talvolta, caso
fortunatissimo, del ‘romanzo' ("Bozzetto e racconto nel secondo Ottocento", La
novella italiana, Atti del Convegno di Caprarola, Salerno Editrice, Roma, 1989,
I, p. 587).

2

The three volumes were Pettini-fini (1909) (comprising 8 stories),
Piccoli gorghi (1911) (13 stories) and Le briciole del destino (1918) (12
stories). When quoting from the stories, I refer to the Sellerio edition Piccoli

gorghi (Palermo, 1988), containing all three volumes, since it is more easily
obtainable by modern readers.

3 I racconti di Cismé, 1912; Pirichitto, 1914; I figli dell'uomo
sapiente, 1914.

‘ "Dopo l'inverno", La Donna, Milano, 5.10.1912, Anno VIII, No. 187, pp.
25-26; "Il violino di Sandro", ibid., 20.7.1913, Anno IX, No. 208, pp.l0-11;
"Luciuzza”, Nuova Antologia, Roma, 15.4.1914, Fasc. 1016, Vol. CLXX, pp. 655-664.

3 "Intorno al 1913 la nostra scena letteraria era direttamente

signoreggiata dal D'Annunzio, che appunto allora pubblicava Forse che si forse
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Pirandello, the experimentalists of the journal La Voce. Running counter to these trends,
Messina's earlier works reflect a different literary mode. They are written in the Veristic

mould in content, form® and style.

Style in the Early Works

Messina's case demonstrates the strong attraction and hold maintained by the Verghian
and Veristic model in Sicily during the early 1900s, the period in which the Dannunzian
influence was strongest.
The influence of Verga is perceptible in Messina's portrayal of environment, the
interaction of village folk, the struggles of the Umili and the Vinti against their lot in life.
Vivid images of the people, their personalities and their lifestyle are evoked through the
medium of language.
Messina applied the technique created by Verga to achieve a description rich in
movement, life and character. In Verga's Veristic writing there is the tendency’ to
convert Sicilian phrases to an Italianate form®. Messina does not do this but inserts

Sicilian words directly into her text in the form of idiomatic and colloquial terms.

che no, le Contemplazioni della morte e le Faville del maglio. Insieme con la
poesia del Carducci, vivissima e immediatamente presente alla coscienza di ognuno
era la poesia del Pascoli. Al piu curiosi e raffinati si offriva inoltre la
poesia del Gozzano e del crepuscolari" (Gaetano Trombatore, Riflessi letterari
del Risorgimento in Sicilia e altri studi sul secondo Ottocento, U. Manfredi,
Palermo, 1960, p. 55).

® This format obeyed the precepts of the school of Verism established by
Capuana: "La teoria del verismo & tutta qui, in questi tre elementi: documento
umano, precedimento scientifico e linguaggio” (G. Trombatore, p. 81). It is the
aspect of "documento umano” that feminist critics see as a strong point in
Messina.

Verga had progressed from the "siciliano ancora spesso giustapposto alla
lingua nelle novelle di Vita dei campi al siciliano interamente assunto come

forma interna dei Malavoglia: qui, se scompare quasi del tutto la fonetica
dialettale, diventa totale l'adesione alla sintassi e al lessico tramite il
discorso indiretto libero, [...] canale per l'immissione [...] del discorso

parlato™ (Alfredo Stussi, Lingua, dialetto e letteratura, Einaudi, Torino, 1993,
p. 50).

Enrico Ghidetti's critical edition of Verga's I Malavoglia (Editori
Riuniti, Roma, 1979) shows in annotated form throughout the text how Verga

converts words in Sicilian into Italian (eg., "Vogliamo farne tonnina! conchiuse
Rocco Spatu”": note: "farne tonnina: farli a pezzi. 'Farinni tunnina d'unu,
vale malmenarlo grandemente quasi tagliandolo a pezzi' (Mortillaro)" (p. 233).
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The stories are written with a particular lexical range, always remaining at a low
register’ and rendering the tone "popular". The conscious use of Sicilian dialect words in
the text indicates that not only a specific class of people but also a specific region is the
focus of attention.

Besides the commom "gna’ Maruzza", "gna’ Pidda", "vossabenedica", are to be
found the terms "Bisito", "tremareddo", "“favera", "gammitti", "scattati e vuciddati",
"lampiuni®, “zita", “Vitti tri rosi a 'na rama pinniri", "scappulari", "inguaggio",
"robone", "frittedda", "burgisi". There are expressions such as "servi signuri e servi pr’
amuri", "firruzzi firruzzi, ogneduno a i so’ casuzzi". Often these are accompanied by

footnotes with translations.
Sometimes there are lines of verse:
"Vastiana lampiuni / Si 'nni mmilleggiatura, / Fici un jornu la signura / E turnau cchii lampiuni!" 10,

"Bella, avanti 'sta porta nun ci stari / Ca l'omini di pena fai muriri; / Li capidduzzi toi nun li 'ntrizzari

R 11
/ Facci 'na scoced'” .

"Chistu la dicu a tia, sciuri i cannella, / La casa é bascia e la picciotta é bella”;, "Quannu manca pi

; A 12
ttia, quanmu pi mia, / Passa lu tempu e nun n'anammu mai' .

Beyond expressing the spoken language and personality of the people, Messina's use of

dialect reflects a long and important history of Sicilian literary tradition.

Nouns used in her stories are those associated with everyday domestic use -

° Segre discusses "socioletti e registri", which are the "varieta

linguistiche [...] relative (socioletti) agli ambienti sociali cui appartengono i

parlanti e alle condizioni in cui si realizza l'enunciazione (registri: sl va

dall'aulico e dal colto al familiare e al popolare)"

(Avviamento all’analisi del

testo letterariq Einaudi, Torino, 1985, pp. 74-75).

10 M. Messina, "Il ricordo",Piccoli gorghj p. 126.
it M. Messina, "Dopo le serenate", ibid., p. 114.

2 1pid., p. 195.
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"farina", "pane", "roba", “ova", "zufoletto", “lettuccio", "candela", "giubbone", "zappa",
"pasta”, "scodelle". Descriptions are realist and matter-of-fact: " - Eh! mi ci trovo bene
- nspose la Mottese stringendo i denti del pettine tra il pollice e l'indice per levarne la
forfora e i capelli che vi erano attaccati".

The verbs are colloquial, conveying just the sense of motion or action:
"mangiava, si saziava, ¢ andava a riposarsi dallo strapazzo", "campava", "venivano a
buttargli fango sul viso", "Usci a sfogare dalla Farisea", "il marito [...] veniva una sola
volta all'anno per farsi aggiustar le camicie e il giubbone sdruciti e per curarsi le febbri
che pigliava a Salamuni", "lui non si buscava piu pane e sarde salate".

The use of metaphor or simile is in keeping with the lifestyle of the characters;
the yardstick is nature, food, animal life or religion: "mise un par di fianchi che pareva
un'abbadessa”; "una borsa gialla come una zucca appesa al braccio"; "alta e bella come
un fiore che fosse sbocciato"; "capelli neri e lucidi come piume di stormo”; "la moglie lo
aiutava servendolo umilmente, come un cane"; "si dettero due baci che scoppiaron come
foglie di papavero"; "quelle labbra che dovevano essere molli e fresche come la polpa
d'una frutta".

Frequently, Messina's narrative is constituted of mixed level discourse (free
indirect speech), a technique mingling direct speech with indirect speech, narrative voice
with the voice of the characters™. It has the effect of adding expression'* and dimension

to the text and bringing the reader into the world of the character'.

13 rthis form of narrative technique "has been traced back as far as lLa
Fontaine, becomes more prominent in the late eighteenth century, and almost a
- standard practice in nineteenth-century fiction" (Graham Hough, Style and
Stylistics Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 196%, p. 35).

' Free indirect speech 1is successful in evoking personality and local
colour because "of its capacity to reproduce the idiolect of a character's speech
or thought - some would add - pre-verbal perceptions, whether wvisual, auditory or
tactile - within the narrator's reporting language" (Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan,
Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, Methuen, London and New York, 1983, p.
114).

15 Free indirect speech "locates an action on a scale of empathy or
subjectivity"; "We are thus one step in advance of the character, by being
admitted into his developing consciousness. Free indirect style is eminently
suitable to convey ([...] semi-conscious emotional involvement. It presents a
dynamic picture where direct and reported speech are static" (W.J.M. Bronzwaer,
Tense 1in the Novel: An Investigation of Some Potentialities of Linguistic

Criticism Wolters-Noordhof, Groningen, 1970, pp. 79, 88).
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Like Verga, Messina uses proverbs within the framework of free indirect speech:
"*Gallina che cammina, torna col gozzo pieno', ‘era caso raro che uscendo rientrasse a
mani vuote”; "La signorina si figurava la sposa in mezzo ai campi, con la gonnella
succinta; o davanti alla madia con i polsi nudi nella pasta molle e tiepida. A ogni fiore il
suo colore..."; "Janni andava con la panierina sotto il braccio, e pensava di sbrigarsi
presto e andar nel pomeriggio a tagliar le canne, perch'era venuto il tempo di fabbricar gli
zufoli: pi San Micheli, s'adduma 'u cannileri".

The tone in the stories is generally informal. Often it is humoristic, as when a

young man attempts to speak French to impress a lady: " - Comme vuscette belle,
matame...""®. On occasion it is subtly allusive: "guardava sotto sotto Carmela, che dopo
desinare restava sdraiata sulla seggiola, col corpetto mezzo sbottonato, poi che lei
sentiva caldo anche d'inverno"'’; "Doveva guardare le donne... Solo quando poteva e
quando sapeva di non far male a nessuno, come gli accadeva con Filomena delle uova o
con la massara di Petralunga, non si limitava a guardarle soltanto""®,

The marking of the passage of time within the stories expresses the intimacy of
man with nature. Messina again tends to use techniques common to Verga. Passage of
time is denoted creatively with few instances of direct references as in "three months
passed"; more frequent is the use of "implicit ellipses" which are "inferibili da parte del
lettore solo tramite qualche lacuna cronologica"".

Physical changes signal the passing of months and years: in "Le nove torrette",
Sarina is first described as having a "magro profilo" and later as "era grassa e ingrassava
a vista d'occhio". In "Coglitora d'olive" the time elapsed since the marriage is marked by
the allusion "lasciando squillar sul letto Pascuzza che aveva a pena tre mesi" and by the
little girl's having reached the age of walking: "Era lui che la provvedeva di vestine e di
scarpette, che la conduceva ogni giorno a spasso, tendendola per la manina, facendola

parlare"”.

16 M. Messina, "Sotto tutela”", op.cit, p. 84.

17 M. Messina, "Coglitora d'olive", ibid., p. 40.

18 M. Messina, "Demetrio Carmine", ibid., p. 245.

19
. 157.

G. Genette, Figure III. Discorso del racconto, Einaudi, Torino, 1976,
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Passage of time is also marked by syntactic devices and the classic denoter is the
use of the imperfect, which through its allusion to habitual actions - "scene iterative"® -
shows repetition of an occurrence and thus of the continuum of time.

Seasonal changes are also frequent time-markers. In "Janni lo storpio” the
description moves from "D'estate, sulla strada di San Nicola, le donne stavan tutta la
mattinata fuori degli usci” to "Un mattino d'inverno Janni andava". In "Le scarpette" we
find "Venne la primavera e passo l'estate”. In "Lo scialle" the action moves from "Era
d'inverno” to "Non passd un mese - il mandorlo dietro il vecchio muro [...] era tutto
fiorito" to "Nelle sere troppo calde".

The use of the seasons and human growth as a chronological framework to the
stories reflects their subject matter - the lives of simple country and small town folk - and
their way of life is closely intertwined with nature and natural rhythms. Time is marked
by the succession of religious holidays and prayer times, indicating the deep involvement
of the church and its rites, rituals and functions in the life of the people. Thus time of
day is signalled by the sounding of the Ave Maria and the time of year is marked by the

various feste - Natale, Pasqua - and various saints' days.

Themes of the Early Works

When the volumes Pettini-fini, Piccoli gorghi and Le briciole del destino are examined
separately, it can be noticed that Messina has gathered together stories which are
variations on specific themes.

Pettini-fini contains eight stories (mostly bozzetfi, in terms of their brevity) all
based upon themes of marital discord and betrayal. A spouse is betrayed in "Pettini-fini",
"Al buio", "Grazia". A hopeful suitor is betrayed in "Janni lo storpio". A father is
betrayed by his daughter in "Le nove torrette". A man is betrayed into marriage by a
wily woman in "Coglitora d'olive". In "Il compagno", a wife's dedication is betrayed by
her husband. In "Prima di farla...!", a man betrays the woman who has long loved him.

The stories in Piccoli gorghi are based upon hopelessness for the future and on a

present consisting of dull routine. In two of the stories, "Munnino" and "Nonna Lidda",

20 Genette, cit., pp. 171-2.
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the protagonist dies at the end of a futile, disappointed existence. In a third, "La
Meérica", she goes mad. "Gli ospiti" and "Ti-nesciu" both tell of the bleak future of two
women who will remain spinsters for life in a bleak monotonous routine.

In "Dopo le serenate" a young girl finds a husband thanks to a reciprocally
convenient domestic arrangement. In "Il ricordo", an unattractive woman finds her only
consolation in life to be some coins she has received - a souvenir of three happy days -
from a man who abducted her and forced her to submit to him.

The themes in Le briciole del destino present contrasting views of marriage: as a
condition desired by the unmarried or as a condition of imprisonment resented by the
married. Marriage is sought-after and unlikely to happen in "Lo scialle”, "La signorina",
"Calabro". Unbearable, prison-like marriages are described in "Casa paterna", "La porta
chiusa", "Ciancianedda" and "Il dovere".

In three stories ("Rancore”, "La fatica di vivere" and "Demetrio Carmine")
marriage takes place against the will of a family member: a father, in the first two, a
sister in the last. One story - "Il prete nuovo" - is a tale of the conflict between individual
and society: a newly-ordained priest (in this case, his marriage is to the Church) fights
his attraétion to his winsome cousin.

Linking the stories is a common thread of pessimism and cynicism towards
society. These are features of Veristic writing, in which cynicism is the tone of the
objective narrator.

Certain important motifs, again characteristic of Veristic writing, recur
throughout the three volumes. A central feature of Verismo is its emphasis upon the

economic facet of life?, the struggle for survival® and material concerns™. This

21 Luigi Russo describes "l'economicitd” as "una nota poetica e religiosa e
pessimistica insieme del mondo verghiano" (Giovanni Verga, Laterza, Bari, 1974,
p. 200). Writing of De Roberto's I Viceré, Trombatore describes it as being
"conforme al secondo verismo verghiano, {in cui] i1 fattore economico e
utilitario & preponderante e riesce a condizionare, ad asservire e a schiacciare
tutta la varia gamma dei sentimenti, anche dei pit alti e nobili" (cit., p. 41).

22 This element of Verist writing originates from the Darwinian theory of
evolution, which sees the sense of life as "lotta per l'esistenza" (Trombatore,
cit., p. 62).

23 Verga's preoccupation with "la roba" is often the basis of his works,
whether in the novella of the same denomination or imMastro-don Gesualdo
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economic struggle has two faces. First, there is the face of the attempt to keep body and
soul together, to sbarcare il lunario, to gather enough food and warmth to keep alive;
this is the face of need. The second face, its opposite, is greed.

The individual struggling to survive, often oppressed by isolation and alienated
from others - like Verga's Rosso Malpelo - and like him, often destined to die a lonely
death, are characters central to stories in each of Messina's three volumes.

"2 who does all he can to eke out a living by

The first is "Janni lo storpio
carrying out odd jobs. He is teased by Maralucia, who implies she might marry him. But
she becomes engaged to another, richer and straighter, and laughs in Janni's face when he
confronts her: "E non ti vedi?". He kills her, and is taken to prison.

The figure of Janni is a precursor of the weak male figure who will populate
Messina's later narrative, specifically in Le pause della vita and L'amore negato.
Maralucia is the prototype of the strong woman, also to be seen in those novels, who
assumes the superior position - castrating the male through her taunting and reversing
the traditional male-female role.

The story "Munnino", narrated from the point of view of the young boy who is its
protagonist, opens the volume Piccoli gorghi. Unloved by his mother, Munnino goes
hungry, and carries out errands for his teacher in return for money, which he uses to buy
food. Later, in his efforts to earn money, he works as a goatherd, until he contracts
malaria and dies a solitary death.

The story "Le scarpe" recounts the tale of a man - Rosario Pénnula - who waits
patiently outside the coroner's office, while an autopsy is carried out on his father-in-
law's body. All he wants are the dead man's shoes, which are new and barely used.

In each of these three stories, poverty is the central motif driving the plot
onwards, or is the cause of misery and misfortune. Messina appears to have taken
elements of Verga's stories in Vita dei campi and mixec} them together to form her own
gallery of rejects. Janni, Munnino and Rosario Pénnula all possess characteristics of
Verga's protagonists in Rosso Malpelo and Jeli il Pastore. In addition, the melodramatic

ending of "Janni lo storpio" recalls Verga's Cavalleria rusticana.

24 "perché era storpiato dall'artrite” (M. Messina, op.cit., p. 23).
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The other face of the struggle for survival - the face of greed - is the attempt to
gather as many material goods as possible, going beyond the basic needs of the individual
to keep fed and warm. It is the "lotta concorrenziale per il trionfo dell'individuo"® over
others, and represents the individual within the context of society. In Messina's work,
the pursuit of economic well-being can constitute a renunciation on another level - a
spiritual one. This pessimistic vision was also the vision of Verga®.

In the first of Messina's short stories we encounter this driving economic force
which leads to renunciation. It is the force which motivates the choice made by the
protagonist, Raimu, in Messina's first story, "Pettini-fini", to ignore the fact that his wife
is cuckolding him. Why? Because by protesting, possibly violently (like Verga's
Pentolaccia), not only would he end up by risking his neck, but he would lose out on the
lamb roast he can smell cooking, and on the material advantages” made available to him
by the very man his wife is entertaining®.

This reasoning could be deemed good sense, not greed; however the context
must be remembered: in Sicily, a man's honour is of paramount importance. Raimu is
sacrificing honour for material goods. Messina's character has learnt the lesson of
Verga's Pentolaccia.

Greed is also the motivation for marriage. A renunciation of love motivated by a

pronounced sense of greed is to be found in "Prima di farla...!". The protagonist in

25 L .. , , , , s
Romano Luperini, Pessimismo e verismo 1n Giovanni Verga, Liviana
Editrice, Padova, 1971, p. 172.

26 In his works, writes Luperini, Verga demonstrated that in order to
survive, and further, to triumph economically, it was necessary to renounce one's
ideals, because progress was possible only by "quella continua obbedienza alle
leggi economiche, che finisce per umiliare ed alienare i sentimenti piu profondi,
le esigenze pill intime dell'uomo”™ (ibid, p. 175).

*" His wife's lover was "il barone De Vita, che per un boccon di pane aveva
dato a Pettini-fini la casa dirimpetto al suo palazzo" (M. Messina, ibid, p. 21)
[(italics mine]

8 wChe fare... Uno scandalo? perdere la pace per i begli occhi della
gente? Si stava cosl bene in casa sua... Pensd ancora al buon fuoco che
1l'aspettava, alla buona tavola. Perché doveva rovinarsi la vita?" (ibid., p.

22).
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search of a wife has very precise selection criteria: she must have a house of her own®.
To this end he also refuses the beautiful Rosa Cicala to whom he has always been
attracted and who has always loved him®.

Messina's stories follow the curve traced by Verga in his exploration of the
individual within society: at the basic level (need for goods to stay alive) and one step
further (greed to acquire more than what is needed)’’.

The institution of marriage in Messina's narrative is a social structure based on
economic considerations. It is portrayed in many cases as a social contract and exchange
of goods®. In "Prima di farla...!" marriage is intended for the purpose of having an
unpaid servant® and of acquiring assets. In the next three stories marriage as an
economic contract is explored in various forms.

"Dopo le serenate" is an example of marriage contracted as a mutual exchange of
material goods. The story represents the "norm" in society, the perfect and politically
correct solution. Cousins receive a legacy from an old aunt: the nephew inherits the
house, the niece the furniture and domestic effects. Since neither can enjoy his
inheritance without the effects of the other*, they decide to marry and so enjoy the

convenience of their inheritance together. Here, any private, personal aspirations for

2 n_ E voi lo sapete che voglio la casa. La mia & troppo piccola. Ci

vuole adatta per starvi noi e il mulo./ - Nina Ncidcola non ha la casa. / -
Allora & inutile.”" (M. Messina, ibid, p. 53).

30 "Figlia mia, io la Rosa l'ho nel cuore come una reliquia... E vi giuro,
per San Giuseppe, che non penserd mai pil a nessun'altra. Ma gli interessi sono
gli interess? (ibid., p. 55) [italics mine].

3 1p Verga's preface to I Malavoglia he outlined the arc of humanity he
- wished to describe in his works: "Neli Malavoglia non & ancora che la lotta pei
bisogni materiali. Soddisfatti questi, la ricerca diviene aviditd di ricchezze
[...] Poi diventera wvanita aristocratica [e] ambizione™ (Editori Riuniti, Roma,
1979, pp. 35-36).

32 This motif is central to Verga's Mastro-don Gesualdo in the character's
relationships with Bianca Trao and Diodata. "Sposando l'una ed abbandonando
l'altra, che pure amava e da cui era fedelmente riamato, egli ha compiuto una
pura scelta economica" (R. Luperini, p. 177).

3 "Propric adesso ci voleva la moglie, e il servizio, adesso ch'era
vecchio. Un vecchio lo hanno a noia tutti, i figli, i parenti; ma la moglie no,
la moglie serve il marito fin che gli veda chiudere gli occhi” (M. Messina,
op.cit, p. 53).

3 nche fare della casa senza masserizie? E delle masserizie senza casa?"

(ibid, p. 117).
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romance or love are overlooked in the quest for material comfort.

In "Le nove torrette” a father's fond hopes for his daughter to marry well are
quashed when she marries a man she has chosen herself, "uno senz'arte né parte".
Despite the happiness of his daughter, who was "felice e ingrassava a vista d'occhio”,
Don Bobo is unable to find peace, because the economic union he envisaged has not
taken place.

A similar situation is described in "Rancore" in which a man's plans for the
advantageous marriage” of his daughter are thwarted when she elopes with her secret
suitor. His rancour prevents him from forgiving her even when she is dying. Again, in
this story, the power of economic pursuits overwhelms personal, spiritual needs.

The latter two stories represent deviations from the norm. The plot of "Le nove
torrette” is revised in "Rancore" and given a tragic ending. This is a further example of
how Messina's stories are variations on a theme.

Marriage is a central topic in Messina's work, studied from many angles. Messina
reveals her true Veristic spirit in this field, examining the bond of matrimony with a
scientific and calculating eye. Marriage is depicted alternately as a means of escape, of
social advancement or as a prison.

Messina exposes its double nature by distinguishing between the holy matrimony

of the Church - based on a moral contract between spouses (fidelity, duty to one's

"36 ||37 -

spouse), which she represents in stories such as "Ciancianedda"” and "Casa paterna
and the civil marriage contracted in the Municipality, which appears to be based on

material interests.

35 wche fosse scappata con il figlio di massaro Puddu, mentre lui si

combinava con don Graziano, che aveva due oliveti, [...] non era dolore che si
poteva sanare coli ragionamenti. Quello, wvoluto dal padre dell'una parte e
dell'altra, sarebbe riuscito un matrimonione, col quale c'era tutto da guadagnare
e niente da perdere!" (ibid, p. 212).

€ ciancianedda refuses to confess her unhappiness to her father, to
protect the sanctity of her marriage, and because "non si pud mettere la guerra
tra due uomini” (ibid, p. 197).

37 The message transmitted in this story that a woman's place is with her
husband, no matter what the circumstances may be: "La madre si sentiva la piu
colpevole. Lei non aveva saputo inculcare alla sua Vanna quei sentimenti di
sottomissione e di sacrificio, che sono le virtl principali di una donna”" (ibid,
p- 168).
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Wily women, such as Carmela in "Coglitora d'olive”, aware of the advantage
presented by civil marriage, insist on both®®; the civil bond gives them added security in
marriage. Less astute women allow themselves to be married only in church, like gna'
Pidda of "Il compagno", who will resent this fact for the duration of her marriage®.
Driving this point home, Messina portrays Carmela as a lazy woman whose marriage
allows her to indulge herself*, while gna' Pidda works her fingers to the bone serving her
husband*!. Marriage, for Messina, is a business deal and works best for those who
negotiate best.

For many women marriage is also the passport to a respectable position in society
and whether it is a good deal or a bad one, saves a woman from the embarrassing and
often desperate situation of being a spinster. Again, marriage is not perceived as a
spiritual union between twin souls but as a social contract.

This is the case of Grazia in the story of the same title. She has a common-law
marriage with a certain Gemello. Although he beats her and stays with her only to
exploit her earnings*’, Grazia tolerates it because she is ugly and knows she won't find
another man; all the other women "avevan tutte chi le difendeva". If Gemello were to
leave her she would be alone.

In the stories "Gli ospiti" and "Ti-nesciu" marriage appears to be the only
possibility of rescue from a dreary home. In the first, Lucia's chances of finding a

husband are remote, since her father refuses her permission to leave the family home in

38"Don Piddu dovette sposar Carmela, alla chiesa ed anche al municipio,

poi ch'essa, che se la faceva con tutti i mietitori, non s'era fatta toccare un
dito da don Piddu" (ibid, p. 38).

3% #piy di tutto s'era decisa per quella spina che aveva, di esser maritata
solo alla cChiesa. Che ne sarebbe stato di lei, se il marito fosse morto pel
prime? i parenti di Turi sarebbero venuti a dividersi la roba, e lei l'avrebbero
cacciata di casa come un'intrusa" {(ibid, p. 44).

40 "Don Nele si scordd ufficio e tutto, restando le intere giornate al suo
capezzale, preparando lui stesso il brodo e le medicine, poi che Carmela non
voleva incaricarsene. Le malattie lei le chiamava smorfie, e stava affacciata al
balcone lasciando strillar sul letto Pascuzza che aveva a pena tre mesi" (ibid,
p. 38). [Italics mine].

ma moglie l'aiutava servendolo umilmente, come un cane" (ibid, p. 44).

42 , . , . , .
"Manteneva il Gemello, e anche i suoi quattro grossi cani da caccia, che

non c'era pane che li saziasse: molte volte lei e Vastianedda restavan digiune
per sfamare quelle bestie. Quel che guadagnava, tutto al Gemello"” (ibid, p. 59).

54




order to meet a potential husband. In the second, Liboria's father takes her out for daily
walks in the #ope she will so find a husband. But these walks are futile; the women are
condemned to their lonely spinster lives.

In "L'ora che passa" a woman is prepared to accept the suit of a man she is not
remotely attracted to*”, merely to escape the burdens of her life.

In an even more cynical vein Messina examines another face of marriage, that of
the woman who has found her husband and acceded to the position of social
respectability. Instead of finding happiness in this role, Messina's women find it a prison
sentence.

In "La porta chiusa" a woman is locked up each day by her husband in order that
he may conduct an affair with the servant. In "Casa paterna" a woman who has managed
to escape from her oppressive husband is forced to return to him by her family: she
chooses suicide instead. Ciancianedda in the story of the same name also finds her
marriage an oppressive, inescapable prison, aggravated by her deafness which adds to her
total isolation.

Messina's stories imply that the woman is persecuted from all sides: she is
condemned to life as a spinster if she does not marry; she is condemned to a life as
unpaid servant if she does. The women who triumph over men in these novels are few:
Carmela the olive-picker and perhaps Claretta in "Demetrio Carmine", because she is
strong-willed and manages to gain the upper hand*.

Stories of love are even fewer and when two individuals do fall in love, invariably
their affairs are derailed by economic factors. Munnino, in the story of the same name,
falls in love with Concetta, who loves him too; but she begins to prostitute herself,
because "Concetta nelle mani della gna' Fina [her foster mother, a prostitute herself] non
poteva fare altro".

In "Le scarpette", Vanni and Maredda love each other, but "di maritarsi non

potevano parlare perché erano poveri". When Vanni finally saves enough money it is too

3 mNella sua scialba vita era spuntata ancora una volta la scialba figura
di Mirtoli [...] E Rosalia, smarrita [...] credendo che quel galantuomo [...]
fosse davvero quel che le mancava, aveva finalmente accettato" (ibid, p. 111).

44 . . . . . . .
"il matrimonio cambia un uomo ra-di-cal-men-te. Tu non lo riconosceral

pil, fra qualche anno" (ibid, p. 256).
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late because Maredda has married another wealthier man.

Other stories present one-sided, unreciprocated love-affairs: Don Piddu for
Carmela in "Coglitora d'olive" (she marries him for his money); Bobd Caramagna for
Signora Klepper in "Sotto tutela”; Calabro for Donna Cristina in "Calabro".

Messina's works are immersed in a reality in which love does not exist or is soon
conquered by the force of economics. This is another reflection of Verga's vision of
life*.

Economics are the cause of the motif of emigration in Messina's works. Five
stories deal with this vast but little-discussed*® socio-historical phenomenon*’. Four are
of this period, one belongs to the post-war period. The four pre-war stories are
variations on the theme of the human consequence of emigration which is in every case
the irrevocable breakdown of the family as a social unit.

"Dopo l'inverno" (published individually) and "Prima di farla...!" are similar in
outset because both describe old men abandoned by their sons, who have gone to
America to seek their fortune. In "Nonna Lidda" emigration is the cause of heart-break
because Nonna Lidda's son, who went to America leaving his son with her, asks he; to
send him the child and she remains alone and bereft. In "La Meérica" a young woman's
husband goes off to America without her because she has an eye infection. In both of
these cases emigration causes heartbreak; the root cause is poverty. In all the stories we
see the breakdown of the family unit.

Family is shown in Messina's stories to be the most important component of

45"L'amore, la casa, la roba, ecco le successive fedi, i miti del mondo
. verghiano; all'amore bisogna rinunziare, perché i poveretti hanno spine pil
grosse" (Luigi Russo, cit, p. 190).

1® Leonardo Sciascia remarked on this in his contribution to Partono i
bastimenti, Mondadori, Milano, 1980, p. 7: "é strano che di un dramma tanto
immane, specialmente straripante nelle regioni meridionali, in piena stagione
realistica, e specialmente nel meridione, la letteratura italiana abbia dato cosi
scarse e scarne rappresentazioni”.

17 Ne1 Mezzogiorno, dove l'attaccamento al luogo natio pareva una volta
cosl tenace da rendere impossibile una vera emigrazione, questi vincoli si sono
invece, come a un tratto spezzati, e negli ultimi anni & cominciata una specie di
emigrazione collettiva, che non ha quasi esempio nella storia. Paesi interi si
vuotano, e la popolazione, col parroco alla testa, traversa 1l'Atlantico per
recarsi negli Stati Uniti” (Paolo Villa, Scritti sulla emigrazione, Zanichelli,
Bologna, 1909, pp. 32-37, quoted by Gianpaole Fissore, in [La questione
meridionale Loescher, Torino, 1988, p. 94).
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Sicilian society. Without family, the individual has no power or position - as can be seen
in the case of Janni lo storpio, alone and vulnerable, and Munnino, cast out by his
mother. Vanna who cannot find succour amongst her family in "Casa paterna" has no
choice but to kill herself.

"1l violino di Sandro" and "Luciuzza" were published individually. The former is
distinguished from the other stories of this period by virtue of being set in an urban
situation and dealing with middle class people, as opposed to peasants and piccolo
borghese. However its pessimistic tone and ironic sad ending align it with the other
stories. The underlying pessimism of "Luciuzza" fits in with the themes of Piccoli
gorghi. Tt is the story of a little girl who, after her mother's death, slowly pines away
because her aunt and grandmother offer her no love.

The stories of this first period are situated in a closed and generally poverty-
stricken Sicilian context. This is typical of the Veristic outlook. The characters know
only their own villages, suspicious of those who come from outside®®. Their lives are
consumed by the day-to-day activities and social rapport which take place within these
boundaries.

The exodus of young men to La Meérica, where "i mericani"* live, signifies to
those left behind not the thought of new horizons, but the monthly cheque which will
arrive to lighten their financial loads and the fortunes which will be brought back at the
end of the "Merican" sojourn.

A feature of these stories is that they all appear set in some remote past tense,
almost Medieval in their unchanging primitiveness, with no sign of progress or
movement into a modern age. There are no external historical references to place them
except for vague mentions of generic wars.

The sense of antiquity and lack of stimulus from outside emphasize the

‘8 1 "Demetrio Carmine"” the title character marries a woman from the
"continent”, to his sister and his aunt's great consternation: "Dico io, gli
mancavano ragazze sistemate? No! Ci voleva la stranera, ci voleva! [...] E che
ne sai, tu? Sai quale terra hanno pestato i suoi piedi, prima di venirsi ad
attaccare sulla sua casa, come una patella!”" (M. Messina, Piccoli gorghi, p.
252). In "Sotto tutela”, a 'foreign' woman - "ch'era italiana e si chiamava
Klepper" - comes to town and is on everyone's lips: "non si parlava d'altri”
(ibid, p. 80).

49 "Dopo l'inverno", p. 25.
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geographical and historical isolation of these characters, accentuating the drama of the
real Sicilian situation of the latifondo, where men were indeed caught up in an
unchanging and impossibly desperate socio-economic situation®. In this respect
Messina's stories of the pre-war period are the social documents that Verismo had
prescribed.  The format used by Messina in her stories (pre- and post-war) reflects the
reality which is described within them. Messina's texts range in length from a page and a
half ("Pettini-fini"; "Al buio"), an extremely brief sketch or dozzetto’®, to seventeen pages
("Demetrio Carmine"). Within this range, Messina plays with time™. Some stories tell
the whole life of a character while a bozzetfo might describe a brief moment or a short
sequence of events. The whole history of a character can be described with accounts of
the events that occur in his or her life or it can be presented as an unchanging landscape
in which no events occur to alter the monotony of life.

Messina's stories are composed of two types of narrated sections: "action" and

153

"history"”” ("action" denotes an event, which is either instigated by the character, or
ry g y

which happens to the character; "history"” denotes background information given by the

0 n1n queste province d'Italia dove pill viva si era mantenuta la
tradizione medicevale, e specialmente nella Sicilia dove l'ordinamento feudale
durd intiero e rigogliocso fino al 1812, 1l'abolizione di diritto del sistema
feudale non produsse nessuna rivoluzione sociale {...] Che maraviglia dungque se
le oppressioni di classe su classe si mantennero! se nel 1860 vi trovammo, con
leggi moderne, costumi e tradizioni mediocevali! E quel che trovammo nel 1860,
dura tuttora" (Sidney Sonnino, "Proprietari e contadini", in Rosario Villari, Il
Sud nella storia d'Italia Laterza, Bari, 1963, pp. 136-137).

1 For the significance of the bozzetto within the ambit of Verista and
Realist writing, see R. Fedi, cit, pp. 587-606), and G. Cerina and L. Mulas (Modi
e strutture della comunicazione narrativa:. Il racconto breve da Dossi a
Pirandello, Paravia, Torino, 13878). The bozzetto, as distinct from the novella
or short story, has little or no plot, and represents an almost photographic
image (see Fedi, p. 597); 1its significance is its portraying the essence of the
reality of a situation, moment or picture, and this is its relation to Verismo;
for Cerina and Mulas the "bozzetto regionale” in particular, acts as a register
of the social customs of a specific region (p. 11). For Messina, her use of the
bozzetto finds its importance in its capturing of a moment, symbolizing an
eternal situation.

2 Umberto Eco, Seli passeggiate nei boschi narrativi, Bompiani, Milano, p.
66; Gerard Genette, cit, p. 81; S. Rimmon-Kenan, cit, pp. 43-58; Tzvetan
Todorov, "Il racconto letterario”, in U. Eco (ed.), L'’analisi del racconto,
Bompiani, Milano, 1980, pp. 251-254.

53These terms are my own, as literary theorists have different terms for

different narrative sections. Genette uses "scena" f[action] and "sommario"”
[history] (p. 146); Roland Barthes refers to "funzioni", "azioni" and
"narrazione", after Propp's divisions into "funzioni” and "indizi"

("Introduzione"”, L'analisi del racconte pp. 14-18).
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narrator about either the build-up to the event, or its consequence).

Many stories consist of a long build-up of "history", culminating in "action": e.g.
"Pettini-fini", "Janni lo storpio”, "Le nove torrette", "Coglitora d'olive", "Nonna Lidda",
"Rancore", "La Mérica", "La veste caffé", "La porta chiusa". As description depicts an
unchanging state of affairs, these stories represent essentially a difficult circumstance, of
poverty, unhappiness, or merely routine, and the final culminating "action" is symbolic of
a sudden change (generally for the worse), a sort of rotten cherry on the top.

The discourse is diegetic. Since it recounts to the reader the story of the
character, the reader feels sympathy for his or her misfortune.

Several are all "action": "Al buio", "Prima di farla!", "Munnino", "Gli ospiti",
"L'ora che passa", "Casa paterna", "La signorina", "Ciancianedda", "Il prete nuovo", "Le
scarpe”. These stories - mimetic rather than diegetic - take the reader through the story
of the character step by step. The effect is to allow him to live through the events - often
just as tragic as the monotonous histories of the previous type of story - and to
experience the pain of the characters' lives. This allows the reader to empathise with the
character.

Some stories consist exclusively of description and although they often contain
dialogue, this does not bring them into the category of "action" stories®. These stories
are descriptions of situations characterised by misery, hope, lack of hope, which endure
in time, never changing, never improving. Time 1s scanned through the ageing of the
protagonist during the course of the narrative time of the short story "Ti-nesciu". The
action is reduplicated through the years, bringing about no change. "La croce" is
analogous in structure.

Sometimes the monotony of a situation, the unchanging boredom of the same
tired routine or desperation because of an unbearable situation are emphasised by another
type of story with the structure "history-action-history". Three stories in particular ("Gli
ospiti”, "L'ora che passa" and "La signorina") show how a central episode reinforces the

despair, entrapment or hopelessness felt by the character for her situation in life.

>4 Genette, for instance, defines narrative passages containing dialogue as
"scenes": "la scena [&] nella maggior parte dei casi “dialogata’'’, che ‘realizza
l'uguaglianza di tempo fra racconto e storia'" (op.cit., p. 146).
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In each, an exciting event occurs: a visit by a dynamic young aunt and uncle; a
proposal of marriage; participation in a wedding party. What is the significance of these
events in the lives of Lucia, Rosaria and Carmela - lives characterised by monotony,
boredom, routine? It is that they offer, in the first two cases, a possibility for change and
a new life, and in the last, a glimpse into what could be. In all three cases, change cannot
come about; "action" reverts to "history”, and the event serves only to show by contrast
the eternal sameness of the protagonists' lifeétyles.

The pessimism and resignation of Messina's characters to a harsh fate are shown
in various ways. The long story "Munnino" takes the reader step by step through each
unhappy phase of his life, showing how unlucky the doomed boy is. The bozzetto, "Al
buio”, which spans maybe an hour in Stella's life, is like a freeze-frame of a story, a
crystallised moment that recounts everything about a young, vital woman's tedious,
mediocre marriage to an unimaginative grumpy man.

In Messina's stories, text-time and story-time, together with the different
narrative sections of "action" and "history", are manipulated in different ways to show
the common feature of her stories: the immobility of time and circumstances and the

impossibility of change for the better.
Messina's Short Stories 1915 to 1921

The turmoil of war brought about a degree of change in Messina's outlook, gradually
removing her gaze from the insular Sicilian situation to wider, more general issues.

By the 1920s Messina had been out of Sicily for 10 years already ("Manco da
quattro anni dalla Sicilia” she wrote to Verga on 13.VIL.1914)*° and had travelled around
Italy a great deal: the wider perspective of her stories hence reflects her own greater

experience.

>3 G. Garra Agosta, op.cit., pp. 50-51.
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The post-war volumes - Ragazze siciliane, Il guinzaglio®® and the individual
stories she submitted to literary journals for publication retain many features of Veristic
writing, but are no longer exclusively examples of realismo regionale’® as were her
earlier works. The geographical boundaries move out from Sicily to the broader Italian
context and on occasion into Europe.

In the "Congedo" she wrote to Ragazze siciliane, Messina states that the volume
deals with young women who live in "piccoli paesi chiusi e sperduti, dove l'abitudine
segna un ritmo uguale, dove le novita e il rumore giungono tardi, come voci smorzate
dalla distanza"*®. The framework for these stories is therefore not very different from
that of Le briciole del destino.

Several stories contained in Ragazze siciliane were published individually at an
earlier date in literary journals. All were written in the pre-war period ("L'ideale
infranto", 1912, "Il telaio di Caterina" - previously "Crisantemi”, 1912; "Luciuzza",
1914). These earlier stories are Veristic in form and content (characters, geographical
location, plot). They are characterised by the same pessimistic outlook as was seen in Le
briciole del destino (written in the same period).

The general themes of the volume deal with women living in isolated
communities, thwarted love, and lovers persecuted for economic purposes.

One story stands out among these. The story "Il pozzo e il professore" is a love
story with a happy ending. The protagonist's friends attempt to arrange a marriage for
him. The two seem ill-matched; the girl spurns books, while the professor would like a
more intellectual woman. Eventually love arrives when the girl's real love of books is

revealed. The figure of the intellectual man in this story echoes that of Marcello in

36 Ragazze siciliane, 1921 (8 stories); Il guinzaglio, 1921 (14

stories). Volumes for children Personcine, 1921; Il galletto rosso e blu, 1921;
I racconti dell'Avemaria, 1922. When quoting from Ragazze siciliane and Il
guinzaglio, I refer to Messina's volume Gente che passa, Sellerio, Palermo, 1989,
containing these two early editions, which is more easily accessible to readers.

7 mNella loro attenta ricerca alla realta e nello sforzo di
rappresentarla, i narratori veristi si rivolsero ciascuno esclusivamente alla
propria regione o provincia, tanto che & stato dato loro anche il nome di
provinciali: Verga e Capuana, e piu tardi De Roberto, hanno ritratto appunto, la
loro Sicilia, Deledda la sua Sardegna, Di Giacomo e la Serac Napoli, Pascarella
Roma, il Fucini e il Pratesi la Toscana” (Gorizio Viti, Verga verista, Firenze,
Le Monnier, 1983, p. 14).

28 "Congedo", Ragazze siciliane Le Monnier, Firenze, 1921, pp. 135-136.
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Messina's novel, Alla deriva, published a year previously in 1920. Whereas Marcello
failed both in his marriage and in his career this story shows a successful union between
two people of similar interests.

The absence of pessimism and the happy ending make this story unique, both to
the volume and indeed to all of Messina's work.

The remaining post-war stories in Ragazze siciliane are "Rose rosse", "Camilla",
"Mandorle" and "La veste caffé". The first two are stories of sabotaged love affairs.
"Rose rosse” is a replay of the basic plot structure seen in earlier stories with an added
complication. Again, love is prevented by economic issues, or rather, greed. Donna
Bobo is prevented from marrying her beloved by her brother and sister-in-law who want
their daughter to inherit Bobd's dowry™.

Seduction is the central episode of the short story "Camilla". This plot function
recalls "Il ricordo" (Piccoli gorghi) and "L'avventura" (/I guinzaglio). All three describe
a naive young woman who becomes the prey of a lustful man.

The seduction has a different connotation in each story. In the earlier story, "Il
ricordo" (1911) the seduction leads to Vastiana's ostracism from society, but becomes in
her mind a significant and treasured memory of three days of tenderness. This gives the
event a positive association. In the remaining stories, the event evokes for the women a
feeling of disgust and a loss of faith in men. This ambivalent attitude towards female
sexuality will again be revealed in the novels Primavera senza sole, La casa nel vicolo
and Le pause della vita, where seduction is a central event.

"Mandorle" and "La veste caffé" are significant because they contain precise time
and historical references. Both are related to the First World War™. These references
bring the stories firmly into the time-slot of Messina's epoch.

In addition, "Mandorle" introduces one of the issues which will be developed in

Messina's novels - that of women's work as an important economic resource and source

59 . . . .

"Si nascose la faccia tra le mani, ma non pianse. Sgomentata vedeva,

con precisione, la sua scialba vita di vecchia zitella ancora innamorata" (M.
Messina, Gente che pass3g p. 115).

60 nra guerra: si, avevano letto che in altri paesi, lontano, era
scoppiata la gquerra, il primo giorno di agosto"; "Angela mormord, posando il
cappello: - Come gli & mai venuto in mente, al Kaiser..." ("Mandorle”, ibid, p.

131).
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of self-realisation. The importance of the war in bringing women to the work-place is
also recognised as a purifying and innovative force: "Falso orgoglio, piccole relazioni
sociali fra gente piccina e vanitosa, mondo di cartapesta, mondo da burattini, che,
domani, la guerra avrebbe travolto..."®!,

"La veste caffé" describes the story of a young man who kills himself when he
discovers he has a heart defect preventing him from being conscripted and hence from
carrying out his patriotic duty.

The volume of stories, Il guinzaglio, represents a decisive move in Messina's
short story writing. Only one of the stories - "La bimba" - dates to before the war
(1911) but is of a very different nature from the other works of that period (possibly for

this reason it was not included in the pre-war volumes). The stories here present a wider

perspective of life, and the themes are less Veristic in outlook.
Style in the Later Stories

In these stories, the style of writing also changes: nouns, verbs, descriptions are in
keeping with the atmosphere Messina aims to evoke. In the story "Miss Eliza", the
choice of vocabulary is refined and elegant, with a high register: "oriolo d'oro";
"chioschetto di rose"; "limpido cielo", "selvatici fiori odorosi". The sentence "facendo
immaginare una antipatica arcigna straniera" with the position of the adjectives inverted,
is elegant, as is theAphrase "spoetizzante fanciullo".

Descriptions are related to poetic, almost mythological images: "pareva
trascinare tutti [...] con un invisibile filo di seta"; "rosea e sorridente, con un casco di
capelli luminosi".

The style in "La bimba" is similar with descriptions such as "esile e bionda";
cheeks are termed "gote" instead of the more informal "guance". There are expressions
like "alcune volte le sue piti tenere carezze erano velate da un inafferrabile senso di gelo";

"celata mestizia"; "espressione che voleva dire supplichevolmente e timidamente";
"rapide e improvvise malinconie”; "il filume verde e trasparente - tutto un guizzar di

scaglie madreperlacee"; "Titina arrossi come un fior di melagrano”; "amabile e inconscia

) Ipbid., p. 133.
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civetteria"; "sottile piacere voluttuoso".

These all recall the style of D'Annunzio. Messina appears to be uneasy and
constrained in the use of this elevated register. Her sentences are overly long, appearing
laborious and overwrought: "La fanciulla restd un po' confusa; poi si rinfranco e prese
parte alla conversazione [...] guardando alla sfuggita l'ospite, piena d'adorazione, mentre
un sortiso birichino e audace le illuminava gli occhi di pervinca e il dolce viso"®%.

This, however, is the style which Messina will begin to use in her later novels, as

she moves further away from Verismo.
Aspects of the Later Stories

"La bimba" deals with the growing pains of a young girl who falls in love with a military
official. The anxieties of budding adolescence are accentuated by her discovery that her
mother is actually conducting an affair with the same official. The mother in turn is
concerned by her own fading youth and envies the freshness of her young daughter.

’I:he story becomes a dual portrait, a study of the tensions of feminility, of a
double-sided mirror showing the arc of life. It is a psychological study of the various
stages in a woman's life.

Through the stories in /I guinzaglio we are exposed to a view of a more
technologically advanced society - there are cinemas, electric light, automobiles, trams -
and a different social class - no longer the peasant or piccolo borghese of the earlier
works but musicians, painters, governesses.

The horizons of the stories are expanded by the inclusion of mentions of other
cultures, nationalities, languages. In "La bimba" there is a German governess®’; in "Miss
Eliza" there is an English governess™.

In "Stelle cadenti" we follow the course of an ambitious pianist, no longer

content to play the accompaniment in the local cinema but desirous of writing a new

62 Op.cit, p. 48.

3 10 whom the young Titina responds "recht gern" (p. 51).

64 , . . )
"si affannava a tradurre le cartoline che giungevano assai spesso,

firmate da un certo Tim che le mandava molti kiss" (ibid, p. 19).
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opera.

"Lunard, pittore” set in Naples overlooking the Vomero® is a tale of similar
ambition. Signing his name as if it were French (Lunereau), the painter attempts to insert
himself into higher society, neglecting wife and child.

In both these stories the protagonist is an ambitious man and the story is seen
through his point of view. In both he fails to achieve glory and success. This continues
the theme of thwarted ambitions explored in some depth in the character Marcello in Alla
deriva, and foreshadowing the figure of the weak and negative male figure becoming

more prominent in each new work.
Messina's Stories from 1923 to 1929

Five separately published stories™ complete the arc of Messina's short story narrative.
Although they are independent and spaced by years, they are connected by contrast or by
similarity. Three of the stories examine the mother-child relationship; two examine the
concept of love.

"Lorentino" (1923) is the story of a woman who fights desperately to keep her
adopted son when the natural mother wants to take him back. When she appeals for help
to the natural father, a wealthy shopkeeper, the tables turn against her as the boy is
attracted by his father's wealth and forgets the love he has received from his adoptive
mother.

Two themes prevail in this story. One is an old one - greed - which suffocates
reason and human feeling. The ironic end to the story casts into relief the greed of the
boy. The other theme is to be found in all Messina's novels: that of strong maternal
feeling, of the desire to mother. The maternal drive in women, constituted mostly by

self-sacrifice, is diametrically contrasted to the sense of greed, which is self-interest.

3 This is an autobiographical touch; Messina at the time of writing lived
in Via Luca Giordano del Vomero.
66 nLorentino”, Nuova Antologia, 16.III.1923, Anno 58, Fasc. 1224, pp. 155-
164; "villeggianti"™, ibid., 16.XII.1923, Anno 58, Fasc. 1242, pp. 328-333;
"Vincere", ibid., 1.IV.1927, Anno 62, Fasc. 1321, pp. 2393-302; "Storia d'altri
tempi", La Donna, aprile 1928, pp. 9,10,60,61; "Una visita", ibid., aprile 1929,
pp. 23-24.
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The theme of maternity is taken up again in Messina's penultimate story: “Storia
d'altri tempi" (1928). A widowed noblewoman's beloved brother dies, leaving an
illegitimate two-year-old son. Driven by her desire to keep alive the memory of her
brother and to raise the child as her own, she persuades the unwilling mother to leave it
with her. But the child will not accept her. Finally the mother returns to take him away
and leaves the town forever.

In this story two instincts meet: the desire to nurture and the fierce mother-child
bond. The story is antithetical to "Lorentino", which shows the rejection of this bond. It
also represents a refusal of greed, in the desire to give love, respectability and material
advantages to the child.

A great contrast is found in the story "Villeggianti" (1923), in which, against her
husband's better judgement, a young mother insists on weaning her baby of only eight
months and leaving him in the small town where she had vacationed, because "I bambini

"’ " In town she devotes herself to

non débbono vedere la mamma, finché si abituano
having a good time. Separated from his parents the tiny Chicchi pines away, despite his
father's frequent visits. Eventually he dies.

Whereas in "Lorentino” the child is the one to sever the mother-child bond, in
"Villeggianti" it is the mother who does so. These stories are examples of the fraught
filial relationships portrayed in Messina's narrative.

Strong maternal love and altruism are portrayed in "Storia d'altri tempi". The
title implies that these positive values belong to the past. In "Villeggianti", by contrast,
the attitude of the mother is "modem", favouring a brisk, non-sentimental approach to
childrearing. That the child dies, demonstrates that this modem attitude is negative. The
same modern mother-figure will again appear in Le pause della vita (1927) (Piera, the

sister-in-law of the protagonist, Paola) and will again be negative, possibly constituting a

condemnation of modem theories on childrearing®®.

57 M. Messina, op.cit., p. 330.

%8 Notions of childrearing had undergone changes towards the end of the
Nineteenth century and were still evolving. From the positivist trends had come
the notion that childrearing and pedogogy should be approached as a science.
This evolved into the theory known as "methodism", based on faith "nell'assoluta

capacitad della scienza a guidare e ordinare la vita degli individui”. Its
disadvantage was that "l'istruzione scientifico-utilitaria ricevette una
sopravalutazione a sfavore di quella umanistica"™ ("Pedagogia”, Lessico universale
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"Vincere" (1927) is the frightening tale of an arrogant young man who insists on
marrying the girl he played with as a child, in order to defy a destiny he is convinced will
be realised if he does not achieve his wish: that like his uncle, he will kill himself if his
father denies him permission to marry. So despite the incompatibility of the couple, they
marry. The man has won his challenge with destiny. His love-starved wife, however,
drowns herself in the fish-pond.

This story is dense with allusions to the age in which it is written. The title,
"Vincere", is the first clue to the Fascistic overtones of the story. The arrogance of the
male protagonist, Giorgio, suggests the influence of Mussolini's calls for male virility and
show of strength, which by extension imply the submission of the female.

The lack of love in "Vincere" is countered in Messina's final tale, "Una visita"
(1929). 1t is the story of a young girl whose Tuscan family extends hospitality to an old
schoolfriend of hers, allowing her to sleep in their house for a night. But in the morning,
she is no longer there: she has been seen escaping with her lover.

Surprisingly, there is no moral outrage on Messina's part at the infraction of the
code of hospitality. Rather, in the Boccaccian mould, there is the acceptance that love

imposes its own particular scale of ethics®.
Irony in Messina's Short Stories

Trony is a rhetorical device which has played an increasingly important role in literature”.

By virtue of the ability it has to draw attention in a subtle fashion to specific issues’’, it

italiano di lingue, lettere, arti, scienze e tecnica, XVI, Palm-Piet, Treccani,
Roma, 1976, p. 342).

69 wper un pezzo fui senza indulgenza dentro di me. Non ammettevo che si
potesse abusare cosl dell'ospitalita di una famiglia onesta. Poi... - la
signorina Pia mormord con insolita dolcezza: - Ebbene poi compresi che quando si
ama si fanno le azioni piu pazze"” (M. Messina, op.cit, p. 24).

70 "By the end of the Romantic period, it had become a grand Hegelian
concept, with its own essence and necessities [...] And in our century it became
a distinguishing mark of all literature, or at least all good literature"” (Wayme
C. Booth, A Rhetoric of Irony, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1974, p.
ix) .

! Ironic tracts are "all intended, deliberately created by human beings to

be heard or read and understood with some precision by other human beings; they
are not mere openings, provided unconsciously, or accidental statements” (ibid.,
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is an important instrument in Realist writing. Through irony the very fabric of life can be
exposed, covertly’.

Throughout Messina's writing runs a vein of irony which in many cases
constitutes the crux of her stories. The stories which are based on ironic twists of fate
are the most successful amongst her narrative. They are found not only in the Veristic
works but also in the stories of later date.

Irony plays an important role in one of the plot structures common to Messina's
short stories: the love-triangle. Encountered in her first bozzetto, "Pettini-fini", the
framework of betrayal is used again in "Il compagno", where it is now the man who
betrays the wife. In "Graza", the unlucky protagonist is also betrayed by her man. In
each of these cases the twist in the tale is provided by irony. Raim, as we have seen,
accepts the ménage-a-trois in order to continue his comfortable existence and succulent
roast lamb supper.

In "Il compagno", the death of the harsh betraying husband signifies the liberation
of his wife from the love-triangle and also allows her to continue a comfortable
relationship with her late husband's work-companion. Turi mistreats both his wife and
his wofk—partner, Calojro, and spends his money on his mistress. When Turi dies, the
reader can intuit Caldjro's hand in his death. Caldjro is a mild and sensitive man” with
whom Turi's widow is happy to live. The irony of the story is found in the reversal of
fortune for the two previously persecuted by Turi. Had he not been so brutal, his partner
would not have killed him, and gna' Pidda would not have found the congenial
companion that is Caldjro. Also implicit is the vindication of the weak over the strong.
This is contrary to Veristic writing, which sees the supremacy of the strong and the
continual suppression of the Umili or Vinti.

In "Grazia", the betrayed woman discovers that her lover's trysts are not, as she

p. 5).

72 Irony "delimits a world of discourse in which we can say with great
security certain things that are violated by the overt words of the discourse”
(ibid., p. 6).

3 He had always stayed home on Sundays "ad aiutar la gn' Pidda, a rompere
le legna pel forno, e a ripulir la stalla. Anche la informava del raccolto, dei
guadagni, di tutte quelle cose di cui il marito non amava discorrere, per via
della Gigliola [his lover]"” M. Messina,/Piccoli gorghj p. 46.
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imagined, with the sensual Elena la Mottese, but with a friend of hers, who has always
acted the faithful wife. Love-triangles in Messina's narrative interlock with other
triangles, forming never-ending patterns of betrayal.

There is a heavy ironic touch in the story "La veste caffé". At the end it is
discovered that the protagonist's fiancée had prayed to the Madonna to prevent her
beloved from being conscripted, as she feared for his safety. When he discovers he has a
heart defect he kills himself, and his fiancée loses him anyway.

In "1 violino di Sandro", a young man convalescent after a long illness finds hope
and purpose in life by playing his violin through the window to an unknown young girl,
his neighbour, with whom he falls in love. From the way she gazes at him each day, he is
convinced she loves him too and that he has conquered her love with his playing. Then
he discovers she is deaf The ironic - and grotesque - twist in the tale serves to
emphasize Messina's sceptical view of love, implying that it is nothing but an illusion.

In "La storia di Burgio" (I guinzaglio) a marriage is arranged between the ugly
but wealthy Burgio and Lucietta, a young impoverished noblewoman. Lucietta despises
Burgio, who is consumed with love for her. She treats him badly and he suffers greatly.
One day she realises that his love is sincere and she should appreciate him for it. But just
when she has resolved to change her ways, she discovers he has left, never to return.
The irony of the story is in the bad timing, irrevocably damaging two lives which could
have been happy.

In "Don Lillo" irony is combined with humour: a rare case in Messina's
predominantly pessimistic work. Don Lillo marries a forty-year-old widow who has
never borne children and whom he presumes is infertile, because he wants a wealthy wife
without the burden of tiresome children. Instead, she bears him in quick succession three
daughters, filling the house with infantile noise and costing him dear in infantile personal
effects. The story pleases because it shows divine revenge on a selfish man who acted
out of pure self-interest and received as punishment the very things he was trying to
avoid.

In the tragic story "Vincere" the plot dénoument is constituted by irony, taking
the form of the twist of fate. The man has beaten Destiny, but Destiny has won anyway,

by taking its own victim.
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Messina's short stories of 1923 to 1929 reflect her greater maturity as a writer.
Each story is independent and complete; in each there is a clear message or moral, which
in her earlier stories was often obfuscated by an badly constructed plot. For example, in
"Lo scialle" (Le briciole del destino), "Gente che passa" (Il guinzaglio) and "L'ideale
infranto" (Ragazze siciliane) the aim of the story is not clear. The conclusion conflicts
with the story which has been built up from the beginning, preventing the reader from
achieving the "finalised hypothesis" he needs in order to make sense of the narrative™.

The later stories contain important themes (maternal /anti-maternal instinct)
pointing to Messina's maj‘or preoccupations as a writer. These themes are encapsulated
in the format of the short story - more compact, concise, more suitable to be dedicated to
one central concept than the novel.

The short stories are emblematic of the issues that interest Messina most:
initially, the day-to-day struggle of the poor versus the desire to accumulate riches; the
perception of marriage in society; the difficulty of inter-personal, interfamilial
relationships; the roles of men and women within society. Messina's greatest
preoccupation in her narrative is the position of the individual within his social system;

her stories explore and often condemn the dynamics within this system.

‘ "reading can be seen as a continuous process of forming hypotheses,
reinforcing [and] developing them. [ ] By the end of the reading process, the
reader usually will have reached a "finalised hypothesis"”, an overall meaning
which makes sense of the text as a whole” (S. Rimmon-Kenan, cit, p. 121).
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CHAPTER 4

Messina's Novels

Introduction

Messina's six novels explore in greater depth many of the themes which were contained
in her short stories. Maternity, seduction, sexuality, the position of the individual in
society, society itself and its norms and values, are the issues which occupy her narrative.

A strong image of Messina's attitude towards the world emerges from the novels.

They are all fictional works but rather than being creations of her fantasy appear to be
representative of credible social situations. Her novels explore the characters' reactions
to them.

The world portrayed in the novels is an unhappy place. The code of ethics
governing humanity is ambiguous, outdated, hypocritical, often morally unjust. Any
aspirations in life are doomed to be frustrated, squashed or ultimately reversed. = The
people who live in this world are flawed - with defects or traits often leading to their own
failure. Characters present no good Christian values. There are no virtuous women and
any virtues are likely to meet with a negative outcome.

The "macrocosm" of the novels is peopled with exempla rather than full, rounded
characters. "Old" values have lost their validity and have been replaced by new ones
which are relative and questionable.

Male figures degenerate into monsters, cripples, half-wits. Their "virility" is
accommodated by a double standard. They cannot find their reason for existence or
carry their ambitions to fruition.

Female figures attempt to appropriate the "better" qualities associated with men.
In the process they frustrate all their attempts to find stability and harmony, whether in
motherhood, career or love. Ostracism or death are often the outcome.

The titles of the novels, which all act as a signal of content to the reader, are

pessimistic. The first, Primavera senza sole, implies the hope of youth - spring and its
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new beginnings - which is thwarted. The sun does not shine, the brighter day does not
arrive, the protagonist is doomed to remain trapped in the dismal grey of the present.
This recalls the unchanging monotony and lack of hope of the early short stories. Alla
deriva also implies thwarted hope and desires: its protagonists are doomed to float
adrift, at sea, never reaching their promised destinations. La casa nel vicolo which tells
of entrapment, preannounces that the world of the protagonists is confined to this double
ring of walls, those of the house, encircled by those of the dark narrow alley. Un fiore
che non fiori again speaks of unfulfilled promises and a life which has failed to achieve
any purpose. Le pause della vita - the vaguest of the six titles - refers to the missed
opportunities and lost chances of life, which can never be redeemed, and which can
irrevocably ruin a person's life. L'amore negato speaks of the denial of love both for
oneself and for others, setting in motion a chain of events bringing about the downfall or
despair of everyone.

Common to all the novels, inherent in the titles, is the failure of the protagonist to
achieve any measure of success or happiness in life, whether due to externally imposed
circumstances, or the character's own fault.

In the view of society portrayed in the novels, foremost is the characters' troubled
sense of identity and purpose. Sexuality is an issue of particular ambiguity. As we saw in
the short stories, the seduction of a woman had both positive and negative associations.
In the novels, the ambivalence in attitude towards sexuality continues. Women are
ineluctably drawn to "transgress" (normal intra-marital sex is never mentioned in
Messina's narrative - only the extra-marital variety occurs) and this is invariably punished
by pregnancy and/or social ostracism.

Equally ambivalent is the attitude towards women's careers. Messina's characters
strive constantly towards greater emancipation - but at the same time are punished for
their singlemindedness by sterility and ostracism (Paola, Severa).

Maternity is often depicted in these novels as possessing a hallowed and
venerable status, which if'it is not achieved, is hankered after. This imples that maternity
and not career is the woman's true vocation. However this too is not free of ambiguity,
as the mother-child bond is frequently shown as beset by tension (Orsola, Graziella/ their

mother; Paola/Signora Tina). Often, the protagonist has no mother (Simonetta, Franca),
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implying a gap in the formation of the individual.
Three central female characters become mothers - Orsola, Simonetta and
Antonietta; of these, only Orsola retains her position as mother (of a weak, sickly baby).
Simonetta dies, depriving her son of a mother, while Antonietta goes mad and
renounces her maternal role. A fourth character, Paola, loses the child she gave birth to.
There are no serene images of maternity in Messina's narrative.

Society is given the blame for the uncertainty of the individual. It offers no
blueprint for success. It only presents various options and punishes those who choose
incorrectly.

The universal view is one of great pessimism, with no way out of the gloomy

present and no hope for the future.
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1. Primavera senza sole

The novel conforms largely to the Veristic mould in terms of the social and familial
relations that it represents. It portrays the efforts of a young woman to establish herself
in life within an environment of economic privation and social rivalry. It explores the
various dynamics that arise in social interaction, such as the relationship between men
and women and their traditional roles in society.

Connected to this is the role of the family as a social institution. The novel
explores the position of the individual within the family and by extension, the concept of

maternity.

Publishing history and critical appraisals

The novel was published in 1920 and since it has yet not been republished, criticism is
mostly limited to the 1920s.

The first critic was Gennaro Giannini, who had also published the book. A brief
positive review appeared in his literary journal Orma in May 1920.

In October 1920 Eugenio Donadoni dedicated a page to the novel in his
"Rassegna di romanzi e di novelle", in Nuova Antologia. His review offers a succinct but
accurate analysis of the novel, its structure, style and merits. Donadoni observed that
"Orsola non ha nulla di sentimentale, nulla di romantico, nulla di non vero: e tutto vero &
il povero e cattivo mondo in cui essa vive: piccolo mondo e ricchissimo”’.

Paolo Arcari's review of 19217 offers an analysis of the psychological and
spiritual aspects of Primavera senza sole.

The only contemporary critique of the novel is that by Maria Di Giovanna in

1985. She examines two thematic aspects of the novel within a larger view of these

themes in Messina's narrative’; the bourgeois preoccupation with money or lack of it -
p P

Op.cit., p. 361.
Op.cit, pp. 300 - 301.

* Mentions of Primavera senza sole are found on pp- 43 - 44 and pp. 58 -
61 of Di Giovanna's book.
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the "tema della miseria "decente™; and eros and seduction - the submission and passivity

of the woman vis-a-vis the dominance of the man.

Structure and Themes

After the restricted structure of the short story, once in the larger space afforded to her
by the dimensions of the novel, Messina's creation of parallel events and characters in
Primavera senza sole is the first example of a more complex plot structure.

The main character is a romantic and idealistic young girl, Orsola Armenis. She
lives with her impoverished, once well-off family and studies in order to help support her
parents and her brother away at university.

She is seduced by her layabout cousin, Barnaba, and is forced to marry him. She
gives birth to a sickly baby. When its health improves, Orsola finds optimism for the
future in her joy of motherhood.

The action moves between key spaces which are important constituents of the
structure of the novel and provide it with balance and direction. The first three spaces
correspond to three different family homes.

The primary space is that of Orsola's family. It is characterised by difficult living
conditions (darkness, humidity, restriction of space, poverty, perpetual hunger). The
misery of physical living conditions is exacerbated by the poverty of spiritual resources
provided by the family relationship. The family consists of the sullen, sickly father, Don
Raimondo, who unable to provide adequately for his wife and children feels a sense of
bitterness towards them, prompted by his own insecurity; the anxious mother, Donna
Santa; the resentful younger sister, Graziella, who does not receive the attention and
care she needs from her parents; the complacent elder brother, Felicino, who takes for
granted the financial support for which his family works so hard to provide him. Orsola
herself yearns after more love and understanding from her parents. The family lives in
discord. There is not much love flowing between either siblings or parents and children.

This is the antithesis of the ideal family unit.

The second space is that of the Luca family, relations of the Armenis family and

consisting of cousin Sara and aunt Serafina. The importance of this space is that it
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15-22.

serves as a constant point of contrast and comparison between Orsola's family and home
and that of Sara.

The Luca family is wealthy and comfortable (what the Armenis family used to be)
and their living conditions are tranquil and pleasant (the Luca house, a "cantuccio di
paradiso” to Orsola, is always "lindo e rassettato”; it always instills in her "un senso di
calma"). The effect of this constant comparison - a sense of alternating chiaroscuro - is
to impress upon Orsola the hardness of her lot and to inspire in her a not inconsiderable
degree of envy for her cousin's easier life.

The third space is that of the Dara family, with aristocratic connections, and also
cousins of Orsola. Since this family is also wealthy and since Orsola is daily constrained
to do the homework of the young Dara children, her sense of humiliation at her deprived
circumstances and dependency is exacerbated, as the comparisons with her own home
environment persist.

It is in the Dara household that Orsola's etemally inauspicious fate is sealed. Her
daily proximity to Bamaba, the wayward younger brother of her aunt Dara, together
with her do-gooder mission to convert him to respectability, culminates in the loss of her
innocence to him and with it any hope for a better life.

The fourth space, outside of the extended family circle, comprises the school in
which Orsola eventually finds a teaching position. This space is symbolic of two of the
major themes of the novel - those of career and maternity.

The triangle formed by the first three spaces demonstrates an interplay of
funzioni and indizi in the plot'. It is within the ambit of the third space that the
encounter with Barnaba occurs and this constitutes the funzione that changes her life in a
drastic manner.

The constant comparison of Orsola's home with Sara's, the second space, is an
indizio which provides a sense of atmosphere for the story - and allows the development

of another motif - that of the role of Fate’,

4

5
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Cfr. Roland Barthes, Introduzione to L'analisi del racconto, cit, pp.
Barthes presents the notions of indizi and funzioni as discussed by
Propp, Genette, Todorov inter alia. See also Cesare Segre, who compares the
theories of Toma3evskij to those of Barthes in Avviamento all’analisi del testo
letterariq cit, p. 104-108.

From Manzoni's provvidenza through to Verga's conviction of the



If Barnaba's presence seals Orsola's fate, Sara's presence in the story functions as

a specular image - of a parallel but opposite fate. As the story progresses similar events
unfold in the life of each girl, such as engagement, marriage and giving birth.

Only, in Orsola's case, each event is cause for disappointment and bitterness,
whereas in Sara's, each is surrounded by joy and good fortune. For example, Orsola is
forced to marry - with a haste that induces us to believe she is pregnant - the unsavoury
and penniless Barnaba, who has no job and no desire to acquire one. Sara becomes
engaged to the wealthy Don Pepe Firrao. Orsola's engagement is object of a certain
scepticism and derision for its haste and her relatives refuse to come to the wedding.
Sara settles into a respectable two-year engagement and any hint of scandal (she had
been meeting Don Pepé in secret prior to the engagement) is rapidly smoothed over and
forgotten.

Life after the wedding, too, has different faces for Sara and Orsola. Orsola has
had to work until the birth of her baby, born weak and sickly, while Sara has "una

né

suocera che la tiene come un uccellino™, and whose unborn baby, imagines Orsola,

"sarebbe nato robusto, certamente"’.

The contrast between the Armenis family and the Luca and Dara households is
between poverty and wealth. The struggle for survival and the representation of the
oppression of the poor by the wealthy are notions central to Verismo. The profound
humiliation which is a recurring sentiment of Orsola's, coupled with the contempt shown
by the wealthy Sara reflect this social predicament®.

Orsola's seduction by Barnaba can be seen as the climax of the novel and the

dominance of fato, Italian literature of the Ottocento is pervaded by the notion
of Destiny in control of the individual's life. Cfr. Guido Baldi, "Ideologia e
tecnica narrativa in "Rosso Malpelo", in Lettere Italiane, ottobre-dicembre
1973, pp. 509-530; Viti, Gorizio,Verga veristg cit., p. 28.

& M. Messina, Primavera senza sol¢ Giannini, Napoli, 1920, p. 127.

Ibid., p. 129.

Maria di Giovanna explores in depth the socio-economic situation as
depicted by Messina. "She perceives throughout the works a "fastidio per i nuovi
ceti emergenti e un atteggiamento ostile per ogni ‘“sorpasso' da parte di
personaggl appartenenti inizialmente alle classi subalterne, ma successivamente
arricchiti” (cit., pp. 42-43). This for Di Giovanna is a result of Messina's
"ottica piccolo-borghese”, which desires the preservation of social equilibrium.
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changing point of her life. But unlike the many precedents in literature® which depict
seduction as the road to tragedy, in this case, while not a happy event by any means,
Orsola's loss of innocence leads to the eventual discovery of happiness, a greater
happiness than she has known.

Seduction can hence be seen in Primavera senza sole as having a positive
functional role, both at the level of discourse and story. It acts as a plot mechanism and
it brings about self-realisation for the protagonist.

The structure of the family is a principal concern of Primavera senza sole. It is
distinguished by its lack of unity and by the absence of the strong familial bonds of
affection and support that are associated with the family, particularly in much of the
Veristic literature that precedes and influences Messina's work ™.

Foremost is the peripheral role of the father whose position of authority and
ability to care for his family is rendered ineffectual by illness and by lack of occupation.
This shadowy father figure will endure throughout Messina's narrative.

There is no real attachment between the Armenis siblings'’. Indeed the concern
Felicino demonstrates for Orsola'” is less the sign of a strong sibling bond than of the
Sicilian code of honour, protecting the virtue of the female family members to preserve
the public dignity of the males. This lack of strong family bonds is a recurring motif in
Messina's work - not only in the novels but also in the short stories - and the notion of

the family home as a negative space to which characters often yearn to return but which

Realist novels across the European spectrum come to mind, ranging from
Hardy's Tess to Pirandello's L'esclusa; the seduction of these innocent girls
leads to disaster.

1% Alverto Asor Rosa examines "il rapporto di sangue" which, in Verga's
narrative, especially I Malavoglia, prevails above all other social ties: "é& la
sola forza psicologica tanto solida da poter resister alle leggi del caso e della
societa"™ (Il caso Vergg Palumbo, Palermo, 1972, p. 84).

! Graziella "non pareva voler bene ad alcuno, e non domandava l'affetto di
alcuno”; "Felicino e Graziella non andavano d'accordo" (M. Messina, cit., jojo
65, 51).
12 npelicino dondolava un piede, ed ora guardava la sorella con aria di
rimprovero, ora Nele con disprezzo profondo. Egli era geloso della sorella e non
aveva mai potuto soffrire che il figlio di Mara le ronzasse intorno con la scusa
dei compiti. E ora, mentre donna Santa ascoltava con simpatia, egli vigilava”
(ibid, p. 102).
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rejects them, is encountered frequently®.

The detachment of the individual from her family in this first novel becomes an
enduring sense of solitude and frustration which accompanies each of Messina's
subsequent characters, like Franca's loneliness in Un fiore che non fiori, Paola's need for
self-expression in Le pause della vita and finally Severa's total alienation first from family
and then from society in L'amore negato™.

This vein of solitude that runs through Messina's narrative is emblematic of
literature of the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth century which expresses the
characters' quest for a reality other than their own in an environment from which they
feel alienated".

The powerful maternal sentiment that Orsola feels for her baby, so strong that it
can make her life worthwhile, is the one strong bond in this story of tormented family
and social ties. The fourth space in the novel, the school where Orsola teaches, fulfilling
a maternal impulse, finds its significance in this regard.

The importance of work for women as a means of acquiring both economic and
intellectual autonomy is touched upon briefly in this novel. It is explored within the
fourth space and also in Orsola's encounter with the studious Donatella, an old school-
friend.

The notion of work as an end in itself is developed throughout subsequent

novels. In this one, the way in which Orsola's work-impulse is realised has various

13 Egle Palazzolo describes concisely this phenomenon in La casa nel
vicolo, but his analysis can be applied more generally to Messina's works: "la
casa non &, quindi, come la verghiana casa del nespolo riferimento consolatorio,
promessa di una ritrovata solidita, & semmai legame irrinunciabile, ma speranza
il piu spesso tradita"™ (cit, p. 39).

' The need of the individual to assert his own identity within society
recurs in the novels: Graziella's sentiment is described as "Non sognava altro
che di crescere presto e di diventare padrona di qualche cosa”" (M. Messina, cit.,
p. 65); Paola in Le pause della vita: "Vivrd sola sola perché nessuno mi
comandi di andare dove non mi piace"” (M. Messina, p. 54); Severa in L'amore
negato questions her existence: "Un giorno mi ha detto fredda fredda: ‘Perché
mi avete fatto nascere?'" (M. Messina, p. 33).

15 pjeter de Meijer describes this tendency: "dalla fine dell'Ottocento in
poi le storie romanzesche sono per la maggior parte variazioni sul tema
dell'esclusione” and cites, inter alia, Verga's 'Ntoni in I Malavoglia (1881l),
Svevo's Una vita (1892), Borgese's Rubé (1921), Moravia's Gli Indifferenti (1929)
("La prosa narrativa moderna", Letteratura italiana, Vol. III, Le forme del
testo, II. La prosa, Einaudi, Torino, 1984, p.844).
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meanings at the literary level.

The first is that she is not only working for economic reasons but to fulfil a
spiritual need within herself . This shows a tendency away from Veristic concepts of
economic motivations. The second is the nature of the work itself - with children who
inspire tender maternal feelings in her'’. Orsola's need for personal expression is
translated into strong maternal feeling: her identity is fused with the role of the mother
and she finds self-realisation in this identity.

While Primavera senza sole represents a dearth of love for the individual within
the family, this love can be seen to be recuperated through the mother's feelings for her
child. The central message of the novel, therefore, is a celebration of maternal love and

the maternal role of the woman.
Style in the Novel

The novel has a strong Veristic foundation and the style of writing reflects this. The
description of everyday life is precise, detailed and realistic with an emphasis on
€Conomic issues.

The novel opens with the protagonist and her mother complaining about their
poverty: " - Un'estate dopo l'altra, un inverno dopo l'altro... - rispose con un lieve
tremito di pianto nella voce -, e ci ritroviamo allo stesso posto, con gli stessi cenci".

It continues in the same vein: "sua figlia, il piu delle volte, andava a scuola senza
una goccia di caffé, digiuna che si poteva fare la santa comunione, afflitta e intirizzita da
mettere il freddo a guardarla”.

A constant problem is hunger: "Aveva fame"; "Graziella non osava confessare di
essere digiuna".

A large proportion of narrative is taken up with the cleaning and sharing of food:

1

17

80

8 "Ella aveva bisogno di “fare qualcosa di utile'” (M. Messina, Primavera
senza solg p. 88).

"Amava 1 bimbi [...] E spiegava la lezione con l'anima invasa da una
sconfinata tenerezza, con una ineffabile voglia di stringere in un solo abbraccio
tutte quelle creature che la guardavano con gli occhi attenti e le fresche
boccucce socchiuse” (Ibid).



"La madre, col cestello sulle ginocchia, esaminava le patate a una a una, ché si
trovavano quelle collocchio e don Raimondo era tanto schifiltoso!"*®; "Donna Santa
guardava estatica dentro il cesto; tra le foglie d'alga marina, rosseggiava una grossa fetta
di tonno"; "le vicine aiutavano a nettare il frumento [...] ciascuna raspava nel proprio
mucchietto per togliere via la zizzania e la cicerchia, facendo cadere il grano, a cascatella
d'oro, sul tovagliolo pulito".

The preparation and sharing of food has a symbolic significance, connected with
the image of women as care providers, nourishers and givers. The maternal role,

celebrated in this novel, is illustrated and underscored in this manner.

18 This detail - the fastidiousness of Don Raimondo about his food -
emphasises the fall of the family from wealth to poverty.
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11. Alla deriva

The story is one of shipwrecked hopes and ambitions. The protagonists and the
peripheral characters have nurtured a dream that has not come to fruition and have seen

the fading of their illusions.
Publishing history and critical appraisals

The novel received relative acclaim at the time of its publication in 1920. It was
reviewed in several journals and newspapers both in Sicily and in mainland Italy and even
reached England where it was praisingly reviewed in the Times Literary Supplement. Tt
was also mentioned in the Alexandrian journal, Messaggero Egiziano'.

In Il Giornale di Sicilia, Benedetto Migliore praised the entry of Messina "con
tutti gli onori nel mondo della letteratura narrativa", in the Giornale dell'Isola
letterario, Alfio Berretta was enthusiastic about the merits of Messina's writing, calling
her Ttaly's "piti pura artista".

The novel received mention also in Almanacco della Donna Italiana by Paolo
Arcari, who likened Messina's ability to depict the "rigorose caratteristiche regionali” of
Ttaly's islands to that of Grazia Deledda®.

Gennaro Giannini in Orma dwelt on the "acutezza e la profondita del suo spirito
di osservazione"’. G. A. Borgese in his book T eﬁzpo di edificare admired Alla deriva,

seeing in it reminiscences of the style of both Verga and Dickens®.

1 See Messina's letter No. 12 to Alessio Di Giovanni, 6 November 1920,

Appendix A.
2 Cit, p. 2.

Cit, pp. 2-3.
Cit, pp. 300-301L.

Giugno 1920, Anno II, no. 6, Napoli, p. 303.

cit, p. 129-130.
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Of the latter-day critics, only Maria di Giovanna makes reference to Alla deriva’.

Structure and Themes

The plot deals with the class difference in a marriage entered into for love. Marcello, a
poor student, marries Simonetta, his professor's daughter. But their innate differences
break down the marriage.

The protagonists' two cultures are presented by a constant movement between
Northern and Southern Italy. This provides dynamism in the story and functions as an
important plot mechanism. The different poles of provenance of the two characters
signify their intrinsic differences and lead to their estrangement.

The scenes of the novel shift between Florence, Sicily and Ascoli Piceno®,
showing the different lifestyles and attitudes peculiar to these areas and emphasising the
contrast in background of the two protagonists.

Simonetta, who is half English by birth, has always led an active intellectual life in
the city’. Marcello's family lives in a small Sicilian town (which by description seems to
be near Capo Santa Croce, on Sicily's east coast, north of Siracusa). The family is poor
and values practical things above books".

Simonetta desires to be kept busy in some challenging, useful pursuit, such as

7 , . . , C s
In La fuga impossibile, as with Primavera senza sole, Di Giovanna makes

two mentions of Alla deriva, each time with regard to specific themes: first, on
p- 36, referring to feminine fragility; then on p. 44, with reference to
economic preoccupations.

Simonetta and Marcello settle in the area which from topographical

allusions can be identified as Ascoli Piceno: the River Tronto, the mountain
Ascensione; also mentioned is Macerata, slightly to the north of Ascoli Piceno,
where Marcello teaches for a while prior to his marriage.
2 Simonetta's interests in art, music and literature, her being half-
English by birth, the salon society of her city, Florence, are pointers to the
influence of the belle epoque which characterised the first fifteen years of the
century, with its interest in English' and French culture, its salotti, its
decadence and love of luxury and the exotic.

g cosi quando si leggono troppi libri. Non si guarda la terra dove si

mettono i piedi" says Zio Cosimo (M. Messina, Alla deriva, Treves, Milano, 1920,
p. 56).
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assisting her husband with research. He prefers to see her remain at home and kept
occupied with domestic affairs in the traditional role of wife.

The tuming point of the novel is constituted by Simonetta's arrival at self-
awareness and by Marcello's simultaneous change in attitude towards her. Subsequently,
Simonetta leaves the marital home in an act of rebellion against her husband's treatment
of her.

Marcello met her when she was intellectually active, interested in the work
carried out by her father and his followers. But despite being aware of her interests and
personality, he treats her, after their marriage, like an object without will or reason.

His pet name for her is "musmé"'’. As Simonetta grows increasingly resentful of
her treatment at Marcello's hands, she becomes more intolerant of this nickname which
symbolises her passivity and lack of subjectivity. Armed with this new insight she leaves
him.

The structure of the novel is simple - they meet, they marry. They argue; she
leaves him. She returns to have her baby but soon dies. He goes off to war. Yet the
interplay of themes confers complexity to this simple story.

One theme of the novel is an exploration of the influence of childhood
conditioning on the behaviour of the individual in later life. Marcello's relationship with
Simonetta is affected by the psychological formation he has received at the hands of his
parents. The narrative tells of Marcello's initial childhood desires to treat his future wife
with respect and love, provoked by the pain felt when seeing his father maltreat his
mother'?.

But as his marriage progresses it appears that his early life conditioning is too

deeply engrained to enable him to carry out his intentions and he cannot avoid emulating

! simonetta is frequently called "musmé" - on pp. 54, 71, 75, 79 and 127.
The Grande dizionario della lingua italiana, XI, Battaglia, UTET, Torino, 1981,
describes "musmé" as "ragazza di piacere, ospite di una casa da té giapponese”,
and also "Dal fr. mousmée, adattamento, nel senso peggior, del giapp. musumé,

"fanciulla" (p. 127). For Messina the term had a rather derogatory meaning:
"Una lieve ombra di rancore le abbuiava il volto. Era una "musmé”, una
pupattola, che lui prendeva fra le braccia nei momenti buoni... Ecco tutto”

(ibid, p. 90) [italics in the quoted text mine].

12 Marcello "rivedeva la madre giovane, sofferente; 1l padre autoritario,
collerico"; "Zio, diceva ... quando 1o sposerd vorrd molto bene a mia moglie e
la fard regina e padrona nella mia casa” (ibid., p. 132).
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the pattern established by his father".

The failure of Marcello's relationship and his inability to bring any personal goal
to fruition is an example of the motif of unfulfilled wishes which recurs in the novel.
Throughout, the characters nurture great expectations for their lives, which become
failed expectations.

Simonetta had wished for a life of love and mutual understanding with Marcello:
instead she encounters incomprehension, frustration and lack of stimulation.

Marcello had desired to make a career in academics and support his family
adequately, but he is repeatedly met with insuccess. In particular, he had wished to
avoid his father's mistakes and to have a successful relationship with his wife. He fails to
fulfil this wish.

The illustrious Professor Montebello finds his fame and resources dwindling and
he slips into obscurity. Other characters also repeat this pattern, such as the dog, Big,
who yearns for the sea and his homeplace; and the priest who will never fulfil his dream
to visit the Vatican.

Pervading the novel is a yearning to return to the past, reminiscent of some of the
central themes of Giovanni Pascoli's poetry™, a strong influence in Messina's cultural
heritage’.

Mainly it is Marcello who dwells on his childhood, in Pascolian style: "Oh,
poter tornare, cosi, una sera, spingere l'uscio intarmato che cigola sempre un po/,

nlé

ripresentarsi alla madre His recall of the dog, Big, is a symbol of the same yearning.

13 nora fuggiva la presenza di sua moglie. Poi non l'avrebbe amata piul.

Poi, chi sa, l'avrebbe fatta soffrire senza volerlo, senza saperlo” (ibid., p.
132).

' The desire to return to the origin is seen as "la simbolica divisa della

sua poesia, la quale [ ] toccd la sua pill significativa purezza [ ] quando [ ] le
fu dato tornare [ ] a quella sua patria ideale, e rinvenire [ ] le forme dei
primi affetti"” (Gaetano Trombatore, "Il ritorno a San Mauro”, op.cit., p. 147).

13 In a letter to Alessio di Giovanni, Messina describes his La morti di lu

Patriarca in these terms "Nella luce chiara dell'alba, ¢ pensato a qualche
fioretto di San Francesco, a certe poesie del Pascoli..." (Letter no. 6, Napoli
26 giugno 1920).

16 M. Messina, Alla derivg p. 143.
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Simonetta also remembers the past with longing'”.

The desire to return to the past, the age of innocence, is a thread that runs
through several of Messina's novels - Alla deriva, La casa nel vicolo, Un fiore che non
fiori. Yet a contrasting theme in Messina's narrative is one which sees the celebration of
the future with its technological advances and its promise of greater freedom.

In Alla deriva this is alluded to by the mention of aviation'®. In Un fiore che non
fiori women's modernised clothing and hair styles are a central topic'®. In Le pause della
vita the future and its liberatory potential are the motivational force for the main
character Paola.

These themes reflect the conflicts of the era in which Messina wrote. The First
World War had just ended. It had seen the advent of modern technology, such as the use
of airplanes in combat. It had also signified the start of women's work outside the home,
in munitions factories and in the positions formerly occupied by men.

Traditional roles for men and women were changing and the women's movement
had begun. Messina's own attitude to the changes was ambivalent. This is reflected by
the themes of her novels and the sentiments expressed by her characters. It is an
ambivalence consisting of the desire to achieve greater independence and at the same
time to maintain the traditional role of submissive wife and mother®.

This ambivalence is perceptible in the character of Simonetta. She is educated

and progressive; this is indicated by her cultural knowledge®' and by her desire to do

17 . I . . . .
"Tornarvi per rivivere, almeno nei ricordi, il tempo della serena

fanciullezza; tornarvi per illudersi di ritrovare sé stessa, come allora"
(ibkid., p. 129). "Allora" is the title of a- Pascoli poem, continuing the
intertextual allusions to the Pascolian theme of childhood reminiscence.

18 ) raviazione & di moda. A mai volato lei? A me placerebbe assai
tentare un volo!" says Simonetta. (ibid, pp. 112-113).

19 Maria di Giovanna devotes a chapter in her book to the modernity of
clothes and hair in this novel.

20Messina's ambivalence is emblematic of the woman writer's situation in
her epoch: "lLa scrittrice del nuovo secolo sta dunque a mezza via fra la rabbia
e 1l rimpianto: la rabbia che spinge all'emancipazione, all'eguaglianza con gli
uomini; il rimpianto per il femminile, traccia arcaica e differenza profonda,
che viene sacrificato nel cercare l'emancipazione imitando l'uomo” (Elisabetta
Rasy, Le donne e la letteratura Editori Riuniti, Roma, 1984, pp. 76-77).

1 For example, it 1is observed of her "Ma lei! Tempo fa 1'¢d sentita
discorrere di Betofen con una sicurezza da conoscitrice" (M. Messina, Alla
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something constructive and stimulating. Her departure from the marital home indicates
strength of purpose and independence.

But her observations reveal the contradictions in her perception of the roles of
men and women in marriage™. These indicate a fundamental belief in her own weakness
and a subordination of her own personality to Marcello's. This ambivalence reflects
prevailing views of the woman's role in family and society.

Messina's friendship with Gina Lombroso Ferrero provides insight into the
ambivalence of her themes. Lombroso Ferrero in her books (L'anima della donna, 1921,
and La donna nella vita, 1923) dictates that women should at all costs remain within the
home. Messina praised this attitude in her critique of Lombroso's work®™. Messina's
support of a traditional role for women is a sign of the contrast in her outlook and by
extension, in the themes of her works. The imminent encroachment of Fascism and its

anti-feminist doctrine would contribute even more to the ambivalence of her message.

Models and Sources

There are numerous intertextual allusions in Alla deriva, revealing the influence of
literary works of the late Nineteenth century.

Much in the novel's structure recalls that of Antonio Fogazzaro's Piccolo mondo
antico (1896). In both novels, we find a pair of strong, intelligent individuals with a
highly developed set of principles, who are in complete contrast and conflict with each
other. Marcello's conventional, traditional views recall the deeply religious Franco, while
Simonetta's progressive, intellectual outlook can be compared with Luisa's atheism and
love of justice. In both cases a profound, irrevocable split occurs between the married
pair. Both novels end with the departure of the male protagonist for war, Franco for that

against Austria of 1859, Marcello for the First World War.

deriva, p. 22).

22 . . : ) .
"Si, pensd, noi non desideriamo altro che essere guidate e sorrette,

nelle vie della vita, da un uomo forte e onesto” (ibid., p. 59); " - Non vorrei
nulla - ripeté Simonetta convinta ~. A me place una cosa solo perché piace a te"

(ibid., p. 63).

23 See Appendix A, II, document 7, for this critique.
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Marcello's quest for glory, his belief in his own ability, his search in various

places (at home in Sicily, on the Adnatic coast, within his relationship with his woman)
for raisons d'étre, are reminiscent of the search of another fictional character,
D'Annunzio's Giorgio Aurispa.

But Marcello is the spiritual brother not only of Giorgio Aurispa in his quest and
in his ultimate failure: he joins the rank of other literary inetfi extending over the first
decades of the century®*. In spite of the fact that the typology of the "inetto" comes to
full development with Svevo, it is nevertheless anticipated in its rudiments even as far
back as D'Annunzio.

If the malaise of the "inetfo" has roots in philosophical thought®® Messina's
character certainly is drawn with a philosophical basis in mind - Marcello is often
depicted debating upon intellectual matters, upon the future of the nation, the nature of
war and love and pondering man's existence. Messina's reading of D'Annunzio and her
knowledge of the influence of Nietzsche upon his writing is revealed by her labelling of
Marcello as a "Superuomo"?.

Numerous other intertextual references recall Dannunzian heroes (and anti-

heroes). Marcello's view of Simonetta as the "nemica"*’

recalls Giorgio Aurispa's same
use of the term for his lover Ippolita in Trionfo della morte®™. Marcello's resentful

attitude towards his newborn son® recalls that of Tullio Hermil, who refers to his wife's

24 Giacinto Spagnoletti describes the difference between vinti and inetti:
"ci sono i vinti, come nei due massimi esempi espressi da Verga, e ci sono gli
inetti. I primi vengono rappresentati dentro una scala di valori sociali in
grado di misurare vittorie e sconfitte [...] mentre per i secondi vale un altro
discorso. Agli inetti spetta una diversa qualita di wvita, a qualunque categoria
sociale appartengano, e anche una diversa nobilta di pensiero" (Storia della
letteratura italiana del Novecento Newton, Roma, 1954, p. 120).

23 n]tinettitudine di questi esserli & spesso giustificata alle origini dal
"male di wvivere", ed ha radici filosofiche nella rinuncia schopenhaueriana”
(ibid).

26 . . .
" - Ecco il superuomo! - borbottava il professore di greco allor che,
stando tutti nell'androne, lo si vedeva venire, solo solo, con un fascio di carte

sotto il braccio" (M. Messina,Alla derivg p. 83).

27 1pbid, p. s8.

28 wElla o dunque la Nemica' pensd Giorgio" (G. D'Annunzio, op.cit.,

Mondadori, Milano, 1887, p. 247).
2% w11 suo illogico maschio istinto di proprieta si rivoltd con un insano
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baby as "I'intruso"*’.

Yet Marcello's status as intellectual is more implied than
demonstrated, because Messina is no philosopher herself. The dialogue between her
characters is meant to signify or symbolise intellectual discourse, but it does not reveal
any profound or significant thought. It shows the author's evident desire to place the
novel in the sphere of Decadence.

The carefully selected vocabulary of the texts is Decadent - the words are rare,
unusual and exotic. As opposed to the language of the Veristic short stories and the ¥
novel Primavera senza sole, which was colloquial and popular, Messina uses in Alla
deriva vocabulary of an elevated register: discepoli, dotta e agile conferenza, elette
creature che allietano questa casa, inconcepibile, conferenziere, lauto, nobile,
invasione intellettuale, panegirico.

Messina's choice of colours and descriptions is also sophisticated, recalling
Dannunzian prose: fulgido, vermiglio, rosei e violacei, paonazzi, azzurrognoli, ebbra
di luce e di aromi, profumato di calicanto, orchidee and she makes use of French, Latin
and English, imparting a cosmopolitan and learned atmosphere to her text: Les femmes
savantes; little doll; shocking, Lupus in fabula, arbiter elegantiarum.

Terms used by Messina like "spasimo", "compagna spirituale”, "superuomo"
recall similar terminology in I/ piacere and Trionfo della morte. An episode in which
Marcello regards an orchid with distaste recalls a passage in D'Annunzio's [/ piacere®'.
The mention of aviation recalls the occupation of Paolo Tarsis in D'Annunzio's Forse che
si forse che no.

Marcello's most recurrent thoughts and preoccupations reveal, however, that
Messina's literary grounding is based in the subsoil of verismo. Despite Marcello's

strivings towards the exalted model of intellectual superhumanity, his problems remain

consistently material, from beginning to end of the novel his primary struggle is to keep

desiderio di levar la cesta di merletto, dal posto ch'era stato suo” (M. Messina,
Alla derivg p. 192.)

30 G. D'Annunzio, L'Innocente Mondadori, Milano, 1982, p. 353.

3 Alla deriva: "guardd a lungo la pianta di orchidee sul davanzale.
Strana pianta color di terra; i suoi fiori gli facevano quasi ribrezzo, come
minuscoli polipi wvivi" (p. 140) / Il piacere: "Fior diabolico - disse Donna
Elena Muti, [...] posando l'orchidea, con un atto di repulsione” (G. D'Annunzio,
op.cit, Mondadori, Milano, 1988, pp. 103-104).
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his family fed and shod and to escape from the ever-tightening circle of debt.

Thus, whilst his pessimism and his worries remain at the level of the fight for
survival’’, he will never truly be able to join the ranks of D'Annunzio's (noble and
wealthy) supermen Claudio Cantelmo (Le vergini delle rocce) or Stelio Effrena (I/
Juoco), whose thoughts remain abidingly within the elevated sphere of the creation of the
elect soul.

Impoverished Marcello Scalia and his dreams of glory vanquished belong to the
ranks of the Vinti of verismo, whose humble origins never allow them to rise very far
from their predestined status in life.

This pessimism, this underlying vein of the predominance of Fate, together with
the overwhelming economic battle that distinguishes the lot of the individual in this
novel, defines Messina's book as still clearly verisza in foundation. Nonetheless, the
strong tendency towards introspection and psychological analysis in Alla deriva shows
Messina's interests in more subjective areas of life, away from the objectivity of verismo.
In her works can be perceived the conflicting influences of Verism and the more recent
Decadent age®.

Alla deriva also reveals an interest in exotic** culture. There are several allusions

to Japan and Japanese culture in the novel. The most visible is the recurring term

32 Marcello's convictions are revealed in this invective to his brother
Andrea: "La gloria! La gloria! Perché si lavora? Si creano capolavori per
guadagnare denaro. L'ideale, dici tu! I deputati che a Parlamento si
accapigliano per difendere il proprio partito, 1 filosofi che discutono e
lottano, si accappigliano e discutono forse per un ideale di bellezza e di
umanita? Lottano per guadagnare denaro, o al pil, per la meschina ambizione di
fare spiccare il proprio nome su quello degli altri" (M. Messina, Alla deriva,
pp. l6l-162).

* The opposing elements in Messina's writing seem to reflect a battle
between past and present modes of writing - which address different aspects of
reality: whereas verismo was an "interpretazione del mondo che rispecchia
fedelmente 1l'oggettivita del reale", Decadentisme - a reaction to this
interpretation - was intent on "indagare i ‘misteri' pil profondi dell'io".
After the material matters of Veristic writing, Decandence aims at "cogliere
altri aspetti “psicologici'. Cosl l'animo umano viene esplorato e sezionato fino
alle scaturigini del dolore e della sofferenza" (Giacinto Spagnoletti, cit, p.
20).

34 "Del resto, l'amore per le culture e le civiltd all'estremo della
decadenza percorre tutta la letteratura del decadentismo, da Verlaine a Yeats. E
saranno ancora da citare [...] per la musica il Puccini di Turandot e di Madame
Butterfly, il Bizet dei Pescatori di perle e di Carmen..." (G. Barberi-Squarotti,
"Esotismo", Grande Dizionaric Enciclopedico UTET Vol VII, Torino, 1987, p. 644).
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"musmé"; but Messina also praises the Japanese way of life in the novel in the
description of Simonetta's ideal house: "Sai come la sognavo i0? Piccola. Piccola come
una casa giapponese. Con pochi o punti mobili € molti fiori. Non sara cosi la nostra
casetta?"”.  Even the sparse, terse writing style used by Messina in this paragraph,
punctuated with frequent full stops, evokes the sparsity of Japanese decorating style.
Messina's admiration for Japanese culture extends back a long way: her 1912 book for
children, I racconti di Cismé was the story of a small Japanese puppet-boy. In this book
there are many references to Japanese objects and lifestyle. This interest in exotic culture
could be the result of several influences: of turn-of-the-century Decadent literature,
which had a strong exotic accent’® and of the current interest in Japanese culture
following on from the extremely successful Puccini opera, Madama Butterfly, first
presented at La Scala in 1904. Certainly, Simonetta's vision of the ideal house recalls the
stage setting of the opera - a bare spacious room with many flowers®’.

The novel bears also a structural resemblance to the opera: the heroines both die
in the end, surrendering their baby boy to their husbands. But the similarity ends here:
their personalities and the cause of their deaths, as well as their attitudes towards their
husbands, are different.

Alla deriva displays a marked resemblance to Heinrich Ibsen's 4 Doll's House
(1879). In the allusion to the woman as a decorative and dependent "doll", in the
objection of the woman to being treated in this manner by her husband and in the
decisive move made by her to leave his authority and dominion, A/la deriva recalls the
story of Nora. The play had a powerful and controversial influence in European
literature at the end of the nineteenth century.

Another precedent, this time in the Italian literary context, also linked to the
Ibsen play, is Sibilla Aleramo's Una donna (1906). This novel left its mark in Italian

feminist literary history: "In definitiva si puo¢ dire che Una donna data il romanzo

33 M. Messina, ibid., p. 54.

36 Mario Praz, La carne, la morte e il diavolo nella letteratura romantica,
Sansoni, Firenze, 1948, pp. 209-210, p. 40S.

37 Libretto produced by Eni Records, Milano, 1955, p. 15.
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femminista italiano"*®, The significant feature of this novel is the abandonment of the
marital home and child by the female protagonist in order to find her independence.
Aleramo was profoundly influenced by Ibsen's play™.

Messina's novel, continuing this theme a decade and a half after Aleramo and
forty years after Ibsen, may well recall a theme belonging to the Nineteenth century, but
its contents can by no means be regarded as out of date. Her next novel, La casa nel
vicolo, symbolises the woman totally confined to the house with no chance of escape. It
is a mirror of the Fascist regime which has this confinement of the woman as one of its
primary objectives. Far from being outdated, Messina's work is prophetic of the new
politico-cultural milieu.

38 Maria Corti, "Prefazione", Sibilla Aleramo, Una donna, Feltrinelli,
Milano, 1993, p. XV.

39"Nel racconto di sé, donna e poeta, che Sibilla continuamente riscrive

nel lungo tempo della sua vita, l'incontro che ‘alla giovine solitaria che
salutava il sorger del '900, aveva illuminato il senso di sé, della propria
individualita e dei doveri verso se stessa' era stato quello con Ibsen. [...1]
Senza quella voce "ottocentesca" - scrive in una nota di diario data 24 novembre
1920 - forse non sarei diventata quella che sono". "In una pagina del capitolo
XVII di Una donna, Sibilla racconta il suo incontro, a teatro, <con Nora di Casa
di bambola, ‘una povera bambola di sangue e nervi' che “si rendeva ragione della

propria inconsistenza, e si proponeva di diventar una creatura umana,
partendosene dal marito e dai figli'" (Marina Zancan, "Aleramo: Una donna”, in
Letteratura italiana: Le opere., Vol 4, Il Novecento, 1. L'etd della crisi.

Einaudi, Torino, 1995, p. 130).
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I11. La casa nel vicolo

La casa nel vicolo has various levels of meaning; it presents significant features both
when read on its own and when compared with Messina's other novels. In terms of

structure and composition it can be considered Messina's best novel.

Publishing history and critical appraisals

The novel was first published in 1921 and received scant critical attention'. After its
republication in 1982 by Sellerio, however, it was widely reviewed. When Arche Verlag
in Germany translated and published the novel in 1990 it attracted a vast amount of
attention, greater even than in Italy. The novel also received widespread attention in

America following its translation and publication by Marlboro Press in 1989.

Structure and Themes

Due to its complexity La casa nel vicolo is a work that constantly offers new facets of
interpretation. The novel is set in a side-lane of a large city, probably Palermo’, and
relates the story of two sisters living in a house with one man who controls their life in
every way. The story is distinguished by a pervasive sense of enclosure, restriction and
semi-darkness; every description of space, time and ambience contributes towards

reinforcing this sense of oppression.

t Luigi Tonelli examined the book in Almanacco della Donna Italiana,

Bemporad, Firenze, 1922, p. 218. "Essa ha una grazia speciale che seduce", he
wrote.
2 The name of the city 1is never mentioned, but the two female
protagonists, the sisters Antonietta and Nicolina, are from Sant'Agata, a small
village on Sicily's northern coast. The family at Sant'Agata received supplies
from there: "Cosl Nicolina rassettd le proprie robe nella cassetta (una di
quelle piccole casse tinte verdi che giungono da Palermo piene di dolci)" (La
casa nel vicolo, p. 35). Don Lucio, Antonietta's husband, has two sisters living
in Catania, and sets off to visit them, stopping at Sant'Agata on the way. Thus
the city is most likely Palermo.

93

3



There are four main characters: Antonietta and Nicolina Restivo (sisters from
Sant'Agata), Don Lucio (Antonietta's husband) and Alessio (Antonietta's young son).
Don Lucio seduces Nicolina, who falls in love with him; this leads to jealousy between
the two sisters.  The plot is thus centred around a love-triangle which is made
complicated by incest, madness and suicide.

As Alessio grows up he desires independence. The friction between him and his
father lead to his suicide. After his death, with Antonietta descending into madness, the
household settles into a routine of gloom and melancholy from which Alessio's two
sisters cannot hope to escape.

The novel is divided into two parts. The first part establishes the basis for the
plot, describing the formation of the household. Here it is told how Antonietta met and
married Don Lucio and how Nicolina came to join the family.

As Giorgio De Rienzo points out, the seduction (more like rape, since he imposes
it on her) of Nicolina by Lucio constitutes a central motif of Part . The consequences of
this seduction unfold in Part IT which sees the unravelling of the family. In this section is
depicted also the growth of Alessio, his aspirations and his frustrations with his father.

Time passage in the novel is not linear. The story begins in medias res; for the
rest of the novel it alternates between past and present in a series of analepses explaining
how the domestic arrangement came about. They also serve as asides on how Don
Lucio has acquired his wealth.

The flashes to the past are also functional to the plot: they are symbolic of the
entrapment of the women. Confined to the house, their only ventures into the outer
world are those they take into the past, in their minds. -

Only the male protagonists participate in the life of the external world - Don
Lucio is constantly off visiting Catania, Patti or Sant'Agata, where he oversees land,
Alessio visits other children's homes and walks on the beach. The enforcer of
restriction and master of the world within the house is Don Lucio. The focal point of
the novel is the relationship between him and the other characters. The action is centred
around Don Lucio and his obsessive desires and the women's attempts to satisfy them.

Much of the narrative is taken up with domestic activities such as cleaning and

preparation of food. These descriptions are minutely detailed, as if to demonstrate the
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compulsive needs of Lucio for order and cleanliness and above all, for preferential

treatment:

"Stese la tovaglia, impurro il pane bianco (si faceva a parte col fiore di Maiorca per lui solo), e versd il
latte, non troppo caldo e non freddo. Mentre egli mangiava [...] Nicolina [...] andava e tornava dalla cucina (sul

fuoco c'erano altre fette di pane in caldo)"

"Sbucciare la frutta era il compito pit delicato. Antonietta non era mai riuscita a pelare cosi bene

un'arancia, dopo averla sbucciata, liberandola con un temperino da ogni piccola peluria, da ogni filamento, senza
bucarla! Le pere, le mele, accuratamente mondate, tagliate a pezzetti; un pezzetto di gia infilato nella forchetta

d'argento..."*.

"Aveva dosato e pesato lui, con le proprie mani, il sale il pepe il finocchietto; e ora che la pasta era
pronta e le donne insaccavano, badava a pungere convenientemente col suo pezzo di sugher'(’)s.

"legd un fazzoletto intorno al capo e comincid a battere con una delle verghe [...] Finito di battere si

rialzarono nello stesso tempo, scossero la polvere e i fili rimast attaccati ai grembiul neff.

Each of these actions is described in great detail to emphasise the care required in

all domestic duties in order to satisfy Lucio's requirements for perfection and order.

The narrative is strongly weighted with descriptions of Don Lucio's thoughts,
actions and personality. Descriptions of other characters are secondary - conforming
with the passivity of their personalities. Characterisation is (as will also be seen in
L’amore negato) an integral part of the thematic content of the novel.

In Messina's socio-cultural context a strong and authoritative paterfamilias
reflects the norm. Indeed, in this era, it is enforced by law’. Hence Messina is not

representing a situation that is de facto unusual. But she does not merely show a strong-

Ibid, pp. 18-19.
Ibid., p. 43.
Ibid., p. 89.
Ibid., pp. 82-83.

! Only in 1974 was patria potesta granted equally to men and women; until

that time it belonged exclusively to men (Camilla Ravera, Breve storia del
movimento femminile in Italiag Editori Riuniti, Roma, 1978, pp. 253-254).
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willed, authoritarian man who rules his household with a reign of terror: she is
representing an instance of power/dominion that is morally negative and reprehensible.

Don Lucio's dominion operates in three fundamental areas: financial, sexual and
educational. He acquires power through material gain - capital amassed by usury - and
uses this power to wield authority over those around him, not only over his wife and her
family but over many people in his town®. The debt of Don Pasquale Restivo to Don
Lucio signifies that he is beholden to him. When Don Lucio asks for Antonietta's hand,
the entire family is too flustered to contemplate an answer and Don Lucio claims
Antonietta without waiting for a reply’.

The balance of power in his new household is weighted from the start in his
favour and Antonietta is completely under Don Lucio's dominion'®. So too is Nicolina,
who rapidly abandons her own blithe personality in order to conform with Don Lucio's
requirements of silence. Soon Don Lucio is able to extend his control over the rest of
the Restivo family too.

Don Lucio's power stems from ruthlessness and guile. He is unbending in his

debt-collection, as can be seen in his association with Don Pasquale'’. He is also

8 C s . . .
"Volentieri, pur di presentare i conti al barone senza lacune e senza

manchevolezze, imprestava lui il denaro ai morosi solvibili... Col tempo, 1la
cosa si seppe. Come si seppe? E anche in cittd cominciarono a ricorrere a lui,
nascostamente. Mogli di poveri impiegati, signore ritirate, venivano a cercarlo
in casa... Gli offrivano dei gioielli in pegno, che 1lui nascondeva nella
misteriosa cassetta d'ebano" (M. Messina, La casa nel vicolo, Sellerio, Palermo,
1982, pp. 48-49).

® "Anche Nicolina non domandd se Antonietta accettava... Caterina provava

gran dolore che sua sorella sposasse [...] Avrebbe voluto domandare: ‘Ti piace?

Lo sposerai?...' Ma non parld. Non doveva mettersi, con la sua parola, tra lei
e la sorte. Forse per la medesima ragione, ognuno evitd di parlare della cosa
‘"nuova... E la sera a pranzo, don Lucio Carmine offrl ad Antonietta, senza
domandarle la risposta ponderata, un anello che parve straodinariamente ricco e
bello". (Ibid., pp. 33-34).

10 nrn presenza del marito essa non osava avere desideri, o speranze. Era
una povera cosa senza volonta. Se 1l marito avesse avuto il capriccio di
ordinarle: ‘Buttati dalla finestra!' lei si sarebbe buttata a capofitto, peggio
di una cieca. Le diceva: ‘Ho da fare', e lei camminava in punta di piedi,
parlava a segni con Nicolina, o lasciava addirittura le stanze dalle quali poteva
giungere al marito qualche rumore che lo disturbasse. La chiamava e accorreva
subito” (Ibid., pp. 35-36).

1 wpon Pasquale ... ricevette un biglietto da wvisita del signor ‘Lucio

Maria Carmine, segretario del baron Rossi, ecc.,...'. Era in paese e faceva
‘osservare' che le cambiali scadevano. Don Pasquale corse come un disperato
all'alberguccio dove alloggiava don Lucio. Questi l'accolse con l'abituale
freddezza ... Si compiaceva a sentirsi pregare e scongiurare da un uomo gia
vecchio, che in paese era rispettato da ognuno, e ora stava in piedi davanti a
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dishonest in his money-lending occupation. He is adept at twisting situations and
confrontations in order to make himself appear generous, accomodating and considerate
and his accusers unjust and vile.

Don Lucio's arrogation of power is extended to the sexual subjection of his
women. He commands submission with all the women with whom he comes into
contact. After his marriage, Antonietta is always at his command'? and then Nicolina
too becomes the object of his sexual desires and his unwilling concubine.

The third manner in which Don Lucio's power is reinforced is through the
manipulation of his childrens' education. Throughout the novel we see recurrences of
Don Lucio's objections to Alessio's reading of novels and literary works, of any material
that can influence him or give him ideas of his potential liberty.

The literature-within-literature of Messina's texts is never the result of random
choice but emphasises the motifs of her own works. The books that Alessio reads are
hence important symbolic pointers. His reading of Ugo Foscolo's lacopo Ortis, for
instance, is a foreshadowing of his own suicide. His reading of Darwin acts as a symbol
of the theory of evolution and struggle for survival - in itself a Verghian motif.

A major point of contention between Don Lucio and Alessio is that the father
wants to control his son's future career and make him into an administrator, like himself,
or an engineer”. Alessio wants, instead, to become a poet. He escapes his father's
tyranny by committing suicide but Don Lucio does not let his daughters escape his
control*. Contrasted with the domination of Don Lucio is the passivity with which

Don Lucio's subjects allow free rein to his almost perverse desire to exert his will.

lui, a capo scoperto, con le tremule mani tese avanti come a parare un pericolo”
(Ibid., pp. 25-26).

12w ge egli voleva, gli si abbandonava sul petto con dedizione assoluta
e passiva” (M. Messina, p. 36).

13 . . . . . .o .
"Che ne sai, tu", asks Nicolina of Alessio, "delle intenzioni di tuo

padre? / - Le so. Le conosco. E' per questo che mi dispero. Ingegnere!
"Alessio Gaspare Carmine, perito ingegnere'. Come suona bene! Oppure: ‘Carmine
Alessio, ingegnere'. O©Oh, io penso ad altro. Se sapessi quel che soffro quando

penso che ‘dovrd' seguire quel maledetto corso”, responds Alessio (Ibid., p. 74).

M g cercava tutte le occasioni per incutere timore alle figlie, pallide,

magroline, vestite di nero, lunghe lunghe... Non le mandava pit neanche dalle
monache, perché non gli sfuggissero, come Alessio. Le voleva custodire. Le
voleva formare lui, a suo modo, docili, semplici, ignoranti, senza desiderio,
come debbono essere le donne" (Ibid., p. 137).
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Antonietta and Nicolina are his subjects, but not his happy subjects; they worship him,
but it is the worship of the jailer. Their lack of resistance is the outcome of their social
formation: they are bred to accept passively their situation and moreover, their society
does not offer them any alternatives.

This novel is the last in which Messina portrays female weakness and
dependence. The subsequent novel, Un fiore che non fiori, portrays a woman struggling
to define her boundaries, caught between the desire for emancipation and the desire for
acceptance by society in the traditional role of wife and mother. This image of woman
can be seen as the bridge to the last two novels. Here, the female protagonists are
possessed of strong will and determination to lead a free life.

A clue to this development is to be seen in Nicolina and Antonietta's sister

Caterina who is strong-minded and independent, spurning notions of marriage".

The turning point of the novel is constituted by an unpleasant episode involving
Don Lucio and a garnet-inlaid cross'®. As a result of this episode Alessio is stripped of
any illusions about his father and the lives of all the characters are changed for the worse,
forever.

We learn definitively that Don Lucio is a liar, a cheat and a thief and the
disillusionment Alessio suffers leads to his suicide, his mother's descent into madness and
the general slide of the household into darkness and despair.

The centrality of Don Lucio in the novel and the power that he holds to
disseminate unhappiness and disaster about him, are accompanied by darker metaphorical
signs that define his character and his actions in more .sinister terms than appear on the

surface. A passage in the novel, describing his magnanimity and largesse to the

13 ncaterina provava gran dolore che la sorella sposasse. Non era
abbastanza bella e piacevole la vita, mentre restavano tutti wuniti, tutti
assieme, come i chicchi d'uno stesso grappolo?" (Ibid., p. 33); Nicolina thinks
later on in the novel about "Caterina che non si voleva maritare” (Ibid.,,p. 53).

Don Lucio does not like Caterina because she "mostrava un carattere chiuso e
superbo; e i suoi modi un poco bruschi e la maniera di guardare, facevan temere
che fosse troppo sicura di sé e aspettasse il momento di spadroneggiare" (Ibid.,
pp. 29-30).

16 Don Lucio has defrauded a poor woman, Maria del vicolo dei Tre Re, out
of the garnet pendant she has left him as security. The episode in which Alessio
discovers this is described on pp. 90-96.
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impoverished widow and children of Don Pasquale, demonstrates his ulterior motives -
the desire to extract obedience and obligation from them'”. The terms "beneficava” and
"regalo”, used to describe his actions, imply the charitable, generous nature of the donor.
But Don Lucio is not donating anything: he is exchanging material goods for the bodies
and souls of his beneficiaries whom he thereafter holds in his eternal debt. This aspect
of the exchange between him and others - their souls in exchange for money - calls for a
reinterpretation of his name, in the likeness his character bears to Mephistopheles. It
cannot be a simple coincidence that Lucio is so similar to Lucifer - Lucifero in Italian.
The critics who have examined Don Lucio's character'® observe certain aspects of
his dark nature: Maria di Giovanna points to his association as the blocker of light
("effetto oscuramento"), seeing the "a-logical" association between Lucio and /uce,
light'®.  Vincenzo Leotta in his accurate comparison between Don Lucio and Don

n20

Pasquale, mentions Lucio's desire to see "chiusi tutti gli scuri Di Giovanna sees Don

Lucio as having a "potere divino"*! in his autocratic role in the household.

Taking the analysis a step further, Don Lucio's divinity can be interpreted in
another, more sinister sense. He could be seen to represent God's rival; the angel fallen
to ground. Don Lucio/Lucifer's insistence on perpetual darkness in the house is a
metaphor for his role as "il principe delle tenebre", the prince of the shadows.

But the metaphorical associations are not the only suggestions in the text as to
the omnipotent nature of Don Lucio - the narrator makes seemingly innocent, rhetorical

observations, which are covert pointers to the motif of good versus evil in the text™.

At the outset of the novel, when Don Lucio first enters the life of the Restivo

7 bon Lucio is "tutto sodisfatto di essere stato obbedito anche dalla
suocera e di aver dato un'equa valuta al proprio regalo" (p. 48).

18 Only the German critic Wolfgang Prosinger sees the diabolical nature of
Don Lucio, calling him "Ddmon" (demon)”.

% Ibid, p. 20.
20y reotta, p. 202.
2l cit, pp. 20-21.

22 yincenzo Leotta explores more fully the nature of good/evil in Messina's
work. (pp. 204-206).
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family, it is narrated: "Mentre era come si suol dire nelle peste, la moglie gli portd
davanti il nome di don Lucio Carmine. [...] Forse lispirava un angelo, povera donna,
forse uno spiritello maligno" (p. 24).  The narrator follows by remarking "Ma chi,
mentre € stretto dalla necessita, distingue cid che & bene da cid che € male?". The
ultimate proof of Don Lucio's demonic power is his success, especially with women;

they all continue to support his actions, to believe in the justness of his actions and to
obey him.

The house in the alley is an island of isolation in a changing, moving world
external and unseen, and rage, hostility and eventually madness bubble below its ripple-
free surface.

The novel is the portrait of a nightmare world of entrapment and of
imprisonment, not only in space but also in time, as the present is eternal and frozen and

the future offers no way out.
Models and Sources

Analogous to the situation in Alla deriva, the past is represented as an ideal, happy time
for the female characters of La casa nel vicolo. The memories of the joyful past are
described as "un bene perduto per sempre">. The significance of the description is
revealed when one notes the verses that act as preface to Ivan Turgheniev's novel Acque
di primavera, "Oh, anni lieti,/ E giorni beati!/ Come acque di primavera/ Voi siete
passati...". The Russian novel is mentioned in La casa nel vicolo by name** and its
presence is emblematic.

The influence of Turgheniev's works on Messina is noteworthy. Three of his
works are cited in her novels by name - Acque di primavera and Pane altrui in La casa
nel vicolo®, and Padri e figli in Le pause della vita. A fourth novel, Primo amore, can

be read as a model for Messina's short story "Sotto tutela".

23 M. Messina, La casa nel vicolg p. 36.

24 ¢ is unlikely that Messina knew Russian, and the fact that she gives
the name of the book (and others by Turgheniev) in Italian is an indication that
she must have read the work/s in translation.

23 Ia casa nel vicolg p. 11l1.
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Messina weaves aspects of the Russian author's works into her own and it is
useful to see how themes found in Turgheniev's works contrast with her own. The play
Pane altrui focuses on paternal love and deals with a man who renounces his honour in
order to retain the bond of fatherhood with his daughter. This casts into relief the
situation found in La casa nel vicolo in which the father sacrifices his son to please
himself and hopes that his son's death has not damaged his reputation in the business
world.

With regard to Acque di primavera, one finds in La casa nel vicolo what appears
to be a type of deliberate planting of an intertextual sign. Alessio's discovery of his
father's usury is linked to the red stone-inlaid cross that Don Lucio has stolen from Maria
del vicolo dei Tre Re. A central motif of Acque di primavera is "una piccola croce di
granati"®. The crosses in both novels are the symbol of a betrayal and are linked to an
inherent lack of trustworthiness in the male protagonist.

Don Lucio's personality is reminiscent of that of the Marchese of Roccaverdina in
the book of the same title by Luigi Capuana. The two characters share personality traits.
Don Lucio's treatment of Don Pasquale is similar to that of the Marchese's treatment of
compare Santi Dimaura: they are both unjustly extortionate towards the weaker party
and both make themselves out to be the exploited ones: "Io ho fatto sacrifici per lei",
says Don Lucio to Don Pasquale®’, while the Marchese of Roccarverdina accuses poor
Santi Dimaura: "Oh! Se intendete di prendermi per la gola..."*.

Other traits such as the arrogation of /e droit du seigneur and the manipulation
and exploitation of defenceless females are also shared by the two fictional characters:
Don Lucio's seduction of Nicolina and his marriage of convenience with Antonietta; the
Marchese's seduction of Agrippina Solmo and his marriage of convenience with Zdsima
Mugnos.

The similarity of the situations in the two novels is notable: both Nicolina and

Agrippina are servants who are seduced and used by their "masters"; both adore their

26
. 12,

I. Turgheniev, Acque di primavera, Universale Economica, Milano, 1953,

27 M. Messina, La casa nel vicolg p. 25.

28 L. Capuana, Il Marchese di Roccaverdina Garzanti, Milano, 1960, p. 22.
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masters and yet are in awe of them. (There is no doubt that Nicolina is a servant: Don
Lucio reflects with complacency that "Nicolina valeva pit d'una serva, ché alla serva

doveva passare un salario e Nicolina costava solo un po' di mangiare e qualche veste"™),

The all-encompassing authority of the male is the focal point of this novel. The
symbolic reference to Darwin® in the novel is implicit of his theory of the survival of the
fittest. Don Lucio's one-man quest to survive all the others brings to mind the male lion
who kills his own cub in an attempt to weed out the weakest elements. Bearing this out
is his conviction, after Alessio's death, of his son's weakness: "L'altro - suo figlio - era
un debole. Era un debole"".

The attitude of the narrator in the novel indicates clearly that Lucio's male
authority, effective as it may be in demanding and achieving submission, is wrong. This
is implied with the use of irony, underlining Don Lucio's lack of integrity. At the’end of
the novel, it is narrated that Lucio "Si era fatto socio anche della Humanitas (lega di
protezione per le giovanette)">. This is highly ironic, because only a few pages earlier,
there has been a description of his umpteenth molestation of Nicolina: "L'abbracciava,
baciandola sulla nuca con violenza, quasi con collera, per stabilire, ancora una volta,

"3 This action, moreover, typical of the gesture of the male animal

ch'era lui il padrone
who dominates the female in the mating act, ironically underscores Don Lucio's bestial
nature and essential lack of "humanitas".

But the irony of Messina's message becomes clearer with her following novels.
In these, the male figure not only becomes increasingly unsympathetic but also begins to
take a more peripheral and passive role until in the “final novels, he is paralysed - a

symbolic elimination of male authority.

29, Messina, p. 20.
30 "Ora studiava ‘“l'evoluzione della specie'"” (ibid, p. 107).
31 .

Ibid, pp. 136-137.

32 1bid, p. 145.

33 Ibid, p. 138.
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IV. Un fiore che non fiori

Un fiore che non fiori represents an atmosphere, tone and theme different from those
seen in Messina's preceding novels. The setting is different - the novel is situated
amongst the salotti of Florence and portrays the upper class, rather than the lower
middle class of Primavera senza sole, Alla deriva (Marcello's family) and La casa nel
vicolo.

It is primarily a tale of unrequited love but it also portrays the attempts of an
individual to find meaning and direction in her life in a confusing, changing world.

Publishing history and critical appraisals

The novel has received little attention from critics, both in the phase following its
publication and in the phase of Messina's rediscovery.

After its publiéation in 1923 it was reviewed by G.S. Gargano. He found it
clumsily written and its motivations difficult to follow. The fairly long review provides a
precise and accurate analysis of the plot and of the essence of the story".

Maria Di Giovanna examined the novel in 1985, analysing emancipation versus

the need to conform?.
Structure and Themes

The protagonist is Franca Gaudelli, a girl in her late twenties. She meets a young man,
Stefano Mentesana, falls in love with him but fails, despite her best attempts, to induce
him to love her. Unable to find significance in her mundane, frivolous city life she

withdraws to the country, fades away and dies.

! In Almanacco della Donna Italiana Bemporad, Firenze, 1924, pp. 305-306.

? pi Giovanna dedicates an essay to the novel in La fuga impossibile,

entitled "Un documento di storia del costume: Un fiore che non fiori" (pp. 71-
82).
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The novel is divided into five chapters, each of which represents a stage in
Franca's story and sets the scene for changes in action and the onward movement of the
plot: the meeting with Stefano; the description of her life with her aunt and with her
mundane friends; her move to Stefano's town with her father and her rejection by
Stefano; her return to her home and alienation from her friends; her move to the
country and her death.

The novel examines the changing position of the woman in society and the
conflict that arises from the changes. A central theme is hence modernity versus
traditionalism. In this dichotomy a Fascist undertone can be perceived.

Franca, with her best friend Fanny, is portrayed as the new "modern" breed of
girl, who wears short skirts, short hair, plays tennis and engages in friendships and
flirtations with men. Society, however, condemns this behaviour. For a woman to
acquire an approved and legitimate position, namely by finding a husband and
establishing a family, she must conform to traditional modes of behaviour.

The themes of the novel reflect various facets of the dichotomy
modernity/traditionalism, by dwelling on women's increasing emancipation and careers
and on the image of the traditional woman. The implications of the conflict come
through in other themes, in the hypocrisy of society with its double standards for men
and women and in the loneliness of the individual within society.

The theme of work as a stimulating occupation for women was first alluded to in
Alla deriva. In Un fiore che non fiori it is expanded. Work is no longer perceived as a
means of survival but rather as an end in itself, a means of achieving self-realisation and
expression.

Education is fundamental to work and hence to autonomy and throughout the
novel there are persistent references to the new studies that Franca's friends are

undertaking: Luisa has obtained a degree’ in Rome; Celeste wants to study medicine®;

3w Si & laureata?

- Una bella laurea, dicono. Si prepara per un concorso"” (M. Messina, Un
fiore che non fiorj Treves, Milano, 1923, pp. 63-64).

* " _ oh! la Celeste! si prepara per gli esami di licenza liceale.
- La Celeste?
- S1, come se non avesse gli anni che a! Vuole studiare medicina, a Roma!”

(Ibid., p. 150).
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Liliana is interested in art’. Franca herself discovers the joy of study® and of teaching
young children’ in the latter part of her short life. These activities give her a sense of
fulfilment.

While depicting the importance of education for women, Messina also
emphasises the ambivalent attitude that prevails towards it within society. Liliana, a
friend of Franca's, is described as having acquired a diploma enabling her to teach, as
have her six sisters. Yet these diplomas are left unused while their father is able to
maintain them all: the diplomas will serve in case of emergency, if they do not find
husbands to maintain them®.

Franca is also the victim of this mentality: she has not received any education
that would equip her to work. Her father has deprived her of the chance to study,
asserting that there is no "need" for it while he can provide for her’. Yet it is not a case
of need but of the desire to keep herself occupied. Her days are empty and boring. The
control over a woman's future by restricting her education (still extant in lesser-educated
Italian communities) is a motif already seen in Messina's work - Don Lucio's
determination to maintain rigid control over his daughters' lives is a case in point.

The situation in Un fiore che non fiori is different; here we do not see the
withholding of schooling as a deliberate attempt to preserve the passivity of women, but
rather as a matter of social standing. Women's work is seen as a sign of necessity and
therefore it is a matter of pride and honour - of the fathers in the novel - that women
should not be obliged to work. Messina's women, however, present a different outlook.

Franca finds herself empty and ignorant because of her lack of useful occupation; she

Franca makes "una capatina al Circolo Artistico dove c'eé Liliana che ora
s'interessa d'arte” (ibid., p. 159).

"Sfogliando qua e 1la i libri abbandonati si mortificd accorgendosi di
essere molto ignorante; ed ebbe curiosita d'imparare. Cercd un calamaio; pregd
Anselmo che le comprasse della carta da scrivere, in paese” (M. Messina, ibid.,
p. 171).

"Franca si divertiva a fare scuocla ai bambini. Le pareva di essere la
piccola maestra che passava sera e mattina in bicicletta" (Ibid., p. 184).

® Ibid, p. 49.

"Intanto & inutile che vada a scuola. Falle studiare in casa cid che le
piace: l'unica figlia del cavaliere Gaudelli non a bisogno di guadagnarsi un
pane" (ibid., p. 57).
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feels "disillusa senza aver vissuto"'°.

A contrast with the figure of woman striving for emancipation and self-fulfilment
is provided by Franca's aunt Fabiana, the perfect image of the exemplary woman, all
"casa e chiesa". Her social activities appear to be restricted entirely to Church services'’,
to her discussions with the priest, Don Agostinilz, and to her charitable works with the
nuns®,

The figure of Fanny is also emblematic. As the precedent-setter in her group of
girls, it was Fanny who brought about Franca's transformation from "normal" to

"4 Aware that without a husband she has no place in society, she accepts

"modem
without demur when her parents arrange a marriage for her with the unattractive
Cavaliere Maurino. When Franca returns from her trip to Sicily, a year later, Fanny is
consumed by her domestic life, revolving around kitchen, husband, baby and mother-in-
law; moreover, she is perfectly content in this role.

Fabiana and Fanny are the exempla of the ideal woman and her mission in life as

defined by Catholic doctrine of the epoch’. More importantly, they represent the ideal

19 1pid., p. 172.

' Fabiana says to Franca "Esco per la benedizione e torno subito a casa”
(ibid., p. 63).

'2 she often quotes the priest, as in "Don Agostini a ragione! - esclamd
zla Fabiana costernata -. Guai all'anima indebolita! Il maligno la vincera
senza lotte!" (ibid., p. 141).

13 "0' da portare qualcosa a suor Candida"”, says Fabiana to Franca (Ibid.,
p. 143). Suor Candida must be one of the nuns mentioned earlier in the novel:
"{Franca] si figurava di poter ... mettere un fascio di fiori freschi nei vasi

ricolmi di pesanti sbiaditi mazzi di carta-velina fatti dalle suore Stimmatine
ammiratrici di zia Fabiana" (Ibid., p. 44).

14 wEra goffa, sgraziata... / Fanny si occupd di lei con gran disinteresse;
le fece raccogliere i capelli a crocchia, accorcid le vesti con le sue proprie
mani, [...] le insegnd perfino a curarsi le unghie, a portare i tacchi alti, a
profumarsi... / Trionfante soleva ripetere: - E' il mio capolavoro" (ibid., pp.
56-57).

13 The principles laid out by the 1919 "Congresso delle donne cattoliche"”,

held in Rome, included: "Rinsaldamento della famiglia sia nella sua vita
interna, sia negli istituti pubblici che la presidiano. Difesa contro qualsiasi
anche larvato avviamento al divorzio”; "Difesa della pubblica meralitad";

"Preparazione tecnica della donna per renderla atta a partecipare a tutte le
forme di assistenza che i nuovi tempi richiedono, compresa la gestione degli
istituti statali di beneficenza ed assistenza ed in particolare modo di quelli
che pil interessano la donna e il fanciullo"” (L. Capezzuoli & G. Cappabianca,
cit, p. 121).
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of Fascist ideology. The view of woman promoted by Fascism was "essenzialmente
madre!, votata a un destino incombente di gravidanze accellerate per sostenere la
missione imperiale dell'Ttalia, oltre che per difendere la reputazione di virilita degli
italiani"'®.

Un fiore che non fiori was written in 1923. By this time the Fascist regime
already had full control of Italian society. Messina's novel, while never mentioning the
regime by name, appears to subscribe to its principles. It cannot be a coincidence that
Fanny and Franca are known as the "duci" of their group of friends'’, a term recalling
Mussolini's title, 7/ Duce.

The plot of the novel, essentially bare and lacking in dramatic events, supports
and reinforces the codes of Fascist ideology. The structure of the novel, chapter by
chapter, depicts a succession of situations based upon Franca's hopes and expectations,
which all remain unfulfilled. What fills out the plot is the cast of characters, each of
which represents a different model or emblem of social cases. The plot springs from the
question, "what options does a modern woman have in society?" and Messina's
characters are an attempt to answer this.

Aunt Fabiana represents the traditional woman while Franca is emblematic of the
modern woman. They stand at different poles, espoused to different views of morality.
Reduced to these figures, Messina's story becomes an allegory which is not difficult to
interpret.

The figure of Fanny represents best the message that society - or Fascism -
wishes to transmit. Having started out as a modern woman, she soon realises that she
will not achieve social acceptance. She changes and becomes a model traditional
woman, and in this way is welcomed into the social fold, and this is her reward. The
modern woman, Franca, who is unable to conform, has no choice but to withdraw from
society. Alienated and alone, she dies, and this is her punishment. Modern women have
few options in this society.

The novel represents a censure of Fascism. It does so by revealing the hypocrisy

¢ piero Meldini, cit, p. 19. See also Camilla Ravera, cit, p. 128.

17 M. Messina, Un fiore che non fiorji p. 53.
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Fascism espoused. Fascist laws were remarkable for their duplicity, supporting one code
of behaviour and punishment for men and another for women'®,

So while woman's destiny is either out-of-wedlock chastity, or "gravidanze
accellerate”, that of man is of preserving his "riputazione di virilita". Un fiore che non
fiori demonstrates man's effort to prove his virility. Throughout the novel instances of
extra-marital male behaviour are depicted. Stefano is attracted to seductive, alluring
types: to a certain Valeria; to a temptress who would lure him away with her; to Franca
herself, who is flirtatious.

Cavaliere Gaudelli, Franca's father, is renowned for his romantic liaisons, both
during his marriage and after his wife died and his move to Sicily is caused by a scandal
he has provoked with his entanglements".

Cesare Taglialatela (the fiancé of Stefano's sister) who threatens to reveal to
Stefano the truth about Franca's past relationship, is himself a seasoned womaniser®.
Finally, there is Fanny's faithful husband, Pio, tempted to betray his wife with Franca®'.

The hypocrisy of this double standard - allowing free rein to male libido while
harshly criticising women for similar behaviour (such as the socially condemned episode
of Liliana's elopement) - is emphasized and denounced. Franca's questioning of the
moral values of society underscores this denunciation®.

There is an implicit protest towards the social structure and its conventions.

® piero Meldini describes the laws surrounding adultery, for instance:
"Il nuovo Codice Penale [...] mentre mantiene l'adulterio tra i reati (artt. 559-
62), contempla precise differenze tra quello maschile e quello femminile, essendo
la moglie sempre punibile, mentre il marito lo & solo se concubino notorio” (p.
121). -~

13 M. Messina, Un fiore che non fiorji p. 66.

20 noh 1 io non avrei mai sposato una delle tante signorine che o
corteggiate... - continud Cesare. Ma subito volle correggersi: - A meno che -
aggiunse - ... non ne avessi incontrata una degna di portare il mio nome" (ibid,

p. 129).

21 wscia che & molto divertente, lei? scia che fard qualche corbelleria,
io che sciono stato scempre un buon figliolo?" (ibid, p. 158).

22w _ Che cosa assurda la vita di una 'signorina' di casa - ripiglid
Franca ~. Tu ed io siamo delle ‘'signorine di casa'. Si, Liliana & avuto del
coraggio. Quando avesse soffocato la sua giovinezza col peso della rinuncia

quale premio le avrebbe dato la buona societa che oggi si scandalizza?" (ibid, p.
180).
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Society does not adequately equip individuals for the life they must lead - not only in
terms of the education with which it provides them, but also in terms of spiritual
strength.

Emptiness, void and barrenness, sensations recurring throughout the novel, are
the elements that distinguish Franca's state of mind. In the depiction of the physical
landscape, the adjective "deserto" is recurrent and serves to reflect her emotional
landscape”. The sense of emptiness is often evoked by the recurrence of the adjective
“vuoto"?. This intermingling of the external and the internal world denotes the
symbolical dimension of the novel.

The subtheme of maternal love, begun in Primavera senza sole, is continued in
this novel. Towards the end of the novel, while she is looking after the local children,
Franca regrets not having had one of her own and recalls vividly Fanny's baby®.

Contrasted with the emptiness Franca feels in her life is the sense of "fullness" she
|826

perceives in Fanny's™. The poem that appears in the novel is an ode to unborn children:

"Erano sogni; sono: e nell'eterna/ ombra voi resterete; e su voi scende/ l'oblio del tempo, o figli miei non nati. /

Sogni! ed & vana l'opera materna/ e vani 1 baci; ché nessun mi tende/ le sue manine, o fighi miet non natif?.

Franca's sense of emptiness can be interpreted as a maternal void, a barrenness

23 vpirenze non era altro che il salotto della Delroi, diventato freddo,
ostile, deserto" (p. 40); "Franca indugiava a guardare distrattamente, di 1la
dai wvetri chiusi, gli alberi ingialliti del Corso mezzo deserto” (p. 76):
"Andavano per il silenzioso e deserto viale dello chalet”"” (p. 78).

24 , , . ,
"Non lui, non lui, era venuto a colmare il vuoto della sua povera vita

di signorina” (p. 128); "La cupola nera del cielo si tempestd di stelle; il
vicolo buio parve vuoto e profondo” (p. 132); "si affaccid: col volto tra le
palme non guardd fuori, la strada; ma contempld le diverse e monotone

occupazioni che avrebbero dovuto ricolmare il wvuoto delle sue inutili giornate”
(p. 159).

25"Quanti bambini! Tanti, lontani, non suoi, che non pud amarli tutti
cosl come ne avrebbe amato uno solo. Uno che si tiene il piedino, e ride chiotto
chiotto nella culla" (ibid., p. 185).
26"Volle male a lei; wvolle male a Ferruccio, a Pio, a mamma Caterina, a
tutto cid che riempiva la tranquilla vita dell'amica" (ibid, p. 1595).

27Ibid., p. 113. It is possible that Messina wrote this poem herself, as

it does not appear in anthologies of contemporary poetry. However, it strongly
resembles Ada Negri's poem "Maternita", in Maternita, Treves, Milano, 1922, which
also has as its theme the notion of the unborn child.
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that goes counter to the feminine instinct and one that reminds her of the futility of her
existence. In her life devoid of achievement, maternity would represent a sort of
fulfilment.

Again in this novel we find the motif that marked the end of Primavera senza
sole - the celebration of maternity. In terms of the content of the novel - the conflict
between emancipation and traditional roles for women - this is an ambiguous ending.

But in terms of the literature of the age, Messina can also be seen as conforming
to traditional canons of feminine literature. These portrayed childbearing and

motherhood as the ultimate fulfilment of feminine experience®.

Models and sources

The style of writing is Dannunzian-inspired. Differently from Alla deriva, there are no
financial preoccupations in this novel. The conflicts are based on existential problems.
To this extent, the novel marks a move away from Veristic writing towards an
introspective basis.

The elegant milieu of the novel is reflected in the style of writing. An elevated
tone and register are established with the same refined choice of vocabulary used earlier
in Alla deriva:  poeta basilisco, prose liriche, esotico decotto, tabacco speciale,
profumato, bagaglio spirituale, il tango. Turns of phrase and descriptions are elegant
and exotic: rosee gote, occhi celesti, vestito di bigio, profumato di eliotropo, tracciato
nell'aria con un lapis d'oro.

There is also frequent use of French and Latin: il est bien gauche, épatant,

28 Messina's idealistic vision of maternal love, while possibly
corrisponding to personal impulses (she never married, and never had children),
is in 1line with writings by contemporary female authors: "Dagli scenari

dannunziani della Guglielminetti, attraverso i tenebrosi pastiches della Vivanti,
sino ad arrivare al degré zéro di Neera, il cammino della narrativa femminile in
Italia tra la fine del secolo e i primi decenni del '900 sembra cosl muoversi
sotto la stella di un'incontrollata, aprioristica, quasi ontologica rispondenza
al ruolo materno, parimente riflessa dalle due mitologiche Eve della nostra
letteratura; la ‘peccatrice' e 1''angelo del focolare', il demone perverso e la
ieratica creatura votata al parto e alla riproduzione" (Anna Nozzoli, Tabu e
coscienza: La condizione femminile nella letteratura italiana del '900, La Nuova
Italia, Firenze, 1978, p. 30). Messina's women, who do not represent the
femme fatale type, but rather the naive, sensitive, vulnerable type (with the
exception of Severa), are closer to the vision embodied in the works of Ada
Negri, which express strongly "la mistica della maternita" (ibid., p. 30).
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désenchantée, Tendresses, Usque dum vivam et ultra, "Ninon, Ninon, que fais-tu de la

vie?", noli me tangere.
The novel recalls two literary works of the late Otfocento. The first is Antonio
Fogazzaro's Daniele Cortis (1885) and it is recalled by direct allusion in a conversation

between Franca and Maria Luisa:

" - Tendresses ... Non-ti-scordar-di-me... Usque dum vivam et ultra... Questa poi...
- Conoscit il latino?

-No. E'nel Daniele Cortis So che significa"®
In Daniele Cortis, the phrase "usque dum vivam et ultra" ("sin ch'io viva e piu in 13")*,
found inscribed on an ancient column, is a motto which serves as an emblem of the
strong, pure and enduring love binding Daniele and Elena.

In Messina's novel, the intertextual reference functions as an interpretational key
to the novel, not by implying its similarity to Daniele Cortis but by emphasizing its
difference. In Fogazzaro's novel the fundamental elements of the plot are purity, strength
of will and renunciation. His characters distinguish themselves by their strength of will
to sacrifice their own desires and happiness in order to preserve honour, order and
respectability.

In Un fiore che non fiori the quotation serves as a mockery of the set of values
present in Franca's world, where she and her friends are determined not to love
according to the terms of their "decalogo” - "primo: ridersi degli uomini sempre, specie
se fanno delle dichiarazioni d'amore [...] Secondo: ottenere che il nostro adorateur si
innamori per davvero, ma badare che noi non ci innamoriamo™*'.

In this world, love is a game, a series of flirtations, regarded as fun by the girls of
Franca's group and condemned by the rest of society.

Love does not actually have a place in this novel: Fanny marries not for love but

29 M. Messina, Un fiore che non fiori p. 101.
30 Antonio Fogazzaro, op.cit., Arnoldo Mondadori, Milano, 1959, p. 309.

M. Messina, op. cit., pp. 38-39. This decalogue could be seen as a

distorting and mocking mirror of the "Decalogo del milite fascista” drawn up by
Mussolini (Bruno Giordano Guerri,Fascisti, Mondadori, Milano, 1995, p. 96).
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for respectability and Maria Luisa settles into. an engagement arranged by her family*?.
The fraught relationship between Franca's parents is emphasised*’.

The novel is centred around Franca's attempt to win the love of Stefano; her
death is provoked by her pining for him and her knowledge that he does not love her and
never will. But Franca does not resemble the noble and true Elena who loves Daniele
and deserves his love; she is recurringly depicted as contriving and mean-spirited. She is
envious of Fanny's happiness* and purposely tries to provoke her husband™.

However, she is aware of her meanness of spirit and she is also aware that it is
the fault of society that she is bad: she has not received the education and the support to
enable her to find goodness and strength in herself and direction in her life.

Franca's dilemma as a woman recalls another novel written 36 years previously in
the year of Messina's birth (1887). Neera's novel, Lydia, appears to have been a direct
source of inspiration for Un fiore che non fiori.

Lydia is also set amongst the glittering world of salofti. It too has as its central
characters a group of girls (Lydia, Eva and Costanza) who adopt mottos according to
which they will live their lives - Fanny and Franca's establishment of a decalogo reflect
this.

Lydia's motto in particular - "Divertirsi"*® - and her dedication to this activity -
can be seen as the model for Franca and her lifestyle, described as "Un gioco che durava

da anni e anni e non finiva mai™’.

32 pranca sees Maria Luisa as "povera innamorata senza amore” (Ibid., p.
126). '

"marito e moglie si chiudevano in un salotto per discutere: si udivano
le loro voci concitate”; "Franca dava quasi torto alla mamma, che salutava il
marito con freddezza ostile"; "ora [...] le pareva di comprendere la sua
freddezza di donna tradita" (ibid., p. 55).

33

34 "Era felice Fanny. Veramente felice. Volle male a lei; volle male a
Yy

Ferruccio [Fanny's baby], a Pio, a mamma Caterina, a tutto cid che riempiva la
tranquilla vita dell'amica" (ibid, p. 155).

35 . . . :
"Si divertiva a stuzzicarlo a provocarlo per vederlo confondersi, osare

e non osare" (ibid, p. 158).

36 Neera (Anna Radius Zuccari), Lydia, in Neera: Romanzi e racconti
italiani dell'Ottocenty Garzanti, Milano, 1943, p. 186).

37 M. Messina, Un fiore che non fiorj p. 58.
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Lydia's situation is similar to Franca's: she lives with her mother and uncle while

Franca lives with her father and aunt. Lydia's uncle, seeing her bored, encourages her to
take up a pastime®®; Franca's aunt makes similar comments to her niece®®. Both women,
despite being flirtatious with men and having a reputation for being "easy", are essentially
virginal and have never even conceeded a kiss to a man®.

A motif which appears in Messina's novel is the recurring refrain sung by
Cavaliere Gaudelli when he enters into the scene: "E di madama Angot sono la figlia -
sono la figlia..."*!. The reference appears also in Lydia: "non voglio fare come i
congiurati di Madame Angot"*.

The reference to the opera La fille de Madame Angot® itself can be seen as an
intertextual sign. The protagonist of the opera, Clairette, is misled by a man into
believing he loves her; he rejects her and she goes into a decline. Franca's story with
Stefano resembles this plot.

Similar to the event in Messina's novel where Fanny abandons Franca after her
marriage and instructs her servants to say that she is out when Franca calls, is the episode

in Lydia: Lydia's good friend Eva marries and no longer wants to associate with her*.

38 mpovresti portare con te i pennelli e riprendere, in quei luoghi ameni,
lo studio del paesaggio che hai trascurato”; "Tu scrivevi, - riprese dopo una
pausa, - quand'eri fanciulletta, dei componimenti assai graziosi, pieni di cuore
e di fantasia" (Neera, p. 217).

39 "Ebbene, dipingi. Non ti va? Suona! Neanche? Mi ai fatto spendere
bei quattrini con la maestra di piano! Mettiti a cucire, come faccio io! Leggi
i libri che mi & prestati la marchesa, pensieri bellissimi. E allora vattene in
camera e medita!" (M. Messina, p. 45).

40 - . . . . )
"La sua posizione in societa era bizzarra. Indipendente e non maritata;

vergine e gid passata attraverso le corruzioni della fantasia; non avendo mai
concesso un bacio, eppure vituperata dalla fama" (Neera, Lydia, p. 242).
"Come dire, come dire a Cesare che un bacio non 1'a mai sfiorata? Ch'ella e
pura, come Maria Luisa?" (M. Messina,Un fiore che non fiorji pp. 123-124).

i1y, Messina, pp. 59, 132.
42 Neera, p. 266.

3 The opera La figlia di Madama Angot, written by Alexandre-Charles Lecocq
in 1874, was very popular in France, and in Italy, "eseguitissima sino al periodo
del dopoguerra 1918-20" (Dizionario letterario Bompiani, Vol III, E-H, Bompiani,
Milano, 1963, p. 397).

44 . . . ) D .
"Un giorno, dope parecchi mesi che non si vedevano, Lydia incontrd in un

negozio la signora Avella, e le parve che Eva tentasse di evitarla. Perd, non

essendovi riuscita, le due antiche amiche si strinsero la mano"” (Neera, p. 274).
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Both heroines die after being thoroughly disappointed by the men they love.

Both commit suicide - Lydia by shooting herself, Franca by allowing herself to sink into
a psychosomatic wasting illness.

What is the significance of Messina having, to all appearances, mirrored Neera's
novel in her own? The issues dear to Neera - the condition of the woman, her difficulty
in finding happiness within the confines of society which judges and condemns those who
do not follow the norm - are issues which, still current, are dear to Messina too.

Her novel appears to show that forty-odd years after Neera wrote Lydia, the
position for women in society remains the same, if not even more confusing and
repressive, given the new circumstances of Fascist ideology.

Neera has been described as "una scrittrice moralista" who believes "nella serieta

"4 Messina seems to be fighting

nella vita e considera grave il peccato della frivolezza
against the moral base itself of society which overlooks the individual in favour of the
multitude. Franca's frustrated reflection "Pure qui, in mezzo alla solita gente che crede di
COnoSscermi, i0 non posso essere io"“, illustrates this dilemma.

Messina's protagonist is no Elena; she has no redeeming qualities that endear her
to the reader. But Messina does not condemn her for this. Instead, she implicitly
condemns society, the poor soil which fails to nourish adequately the flower which was

Franca and which had no chance to blossom.

% Giulio Cattaneo, "Prosatori e critici dalla Scapigliatura al Verismo",

in Storia della letteratura italiana, Vol. VIII, Dall'’'Ottocento al Novecento,

Garzanti, Milano, 1968, p. 400.

¢ 1bid., p. 161.
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V. Le pause della vita

Maria Messina's fifth novel is set in a small Tuscan town, San Gersolé', and in Florence.
It spans a period from the First World War to several years after it. In tone and style the
novel offers a contrast to Un fiore che non fiori. It is situated in the countryside
amongst peasant and small town folk. Yet it continues the introspective, reflective
quality of the preceding novel.

Despite the emphasis on financial need the novel is not Veristic. It can be
considered a psychological novel like many of those written in the 1920s. Emphasis is

placed on symbolism and on the interior life of the protagonists.
Publishing history and critical appraisals

The novel was first serialized in Nuova Antologia between 16 March and 1 May 1926.

Later that year it was published by Treves in book form. It was reviewed by Alberto
Marzocchi® and Fernando Palazzi’ in the same year and by G. Gargano in 1927*. In
1985 Maria di Gtovanna mentioned aspects of the novel in her general analysis of various

themes’.

! san Gersolé is a frazione of the Municipality of Impruneta, which is

south of Florence. From June 1922 until approximately 1926, Messina lived in
Tavarnuzze, a frazione of the same municipality.

2 "Romanzi di donne", L’'Illustrazione italiana, 1926, BAnno LIII, 2°

semestre, p. 514. Marzocchi briefly reviews the novel, remarking on Messina's
"arte sicura” and "magistrale"” which gives "immediato risalto alle sue figure”,
but above all he comments on the perturbing and pervasive "nero pessimismo" found
in it.
3 L'Italia che scrive, Anno IX, N. 12, dicembre 1926, p. 257. This review
is less an analysis than a vague report of Palazzi's impressions of the novel,
which do not actually render an accurate idea of either story or themes.

Almanacco della Donna Italiana, Anno VIII, 1927, Bemporad, Firenze, pp.
178-179. Gargano's analysis, like that of Un fiore che non fiori, is lucid and
valuable; it is to note, however, that he misreads a crucial plot event, saying
"Datasi la madre a guadagnarsi la vita per sé& e per la sua bambina [...]" -
Pacola's baby boy in fact dies soon after birth.

Le pause della vita 1s mentioned in an analysis of poverty, in the
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Structure and Themes

The temporal structure of the novel is linear.  Analepses provide background
information. It is divided into six chapters, each of which covers a different stage in the
story. Each event is the catalyst for the next. The story is thus linked by the process of
cause and effect.

Paola's boyfriend Matteo goes off to war. While he is away she loses her job.
She is seduced and falls pregnant. She loses the child and devotes herself to writing.
Matteo returns and asks her to marry him. She cannot, because too much has occurred
in the interim - the "pause” of the title. She is a "fallen woman" and cannot bring shame
to Matteo by telling him, nor can she lie to him. She withdraws from society by
becoming a nun. _

The plot is complex. It focuses on the female protagonist's desire for
independence. But seduction leads to failure; Paola is punished because she has flouted
convention. The consequence is alienation, despair and divine retribution.

The plot is based on its characters, whose personalities function as portative
structures for themes. Again, as in Un fiore che non fiori, Messina's characters can be
seen as emblematic. They represent social cases and are the embodiment of socio-
political concepts, or more specifically, of Fascist doctrine.

Following a pattern established in the previous novel, Messina institutes a double
layer of meaning in her narrative. On the one hand she appears to reinforce the codes of
Fascist doctrine; on the other, she subtly denounces it.-

Messina's novels do not often reflect external events and often appear to exist in a
temporal vacuum. This novel, however, makes for the first time a solid contextual
reference which places it during WWT and into the 1920s and offers a clear suggestion to
the interpretation of Messina's attitude towards official policy.

The reference is constituted by the episode in which veterans returning from the

footnote on p. 42, and in cne of sexuality on pp. 58, 59 and 60. She sees Paola,
along with Orsola and Nicolina, as a projection of Messina's image of sexuality

"che prevede precise rapporti di gerarchia e che per la donna non pud realizzarsi

se non col trasferimento nel campo erotico del tradizionale modello passivo e

remissivo" (La fuga impossibile p. 58).
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First World War demand to have their jobs back from the women who have substituted
them®. This central episode portrays the consequences of the Fascist policy of removing
women from the workplace, to which they had gained access during the First World
War, and sending them back to the hearth’.

The loss of Paola's job is the first in the chain of events leading to her fall from
grace, her mother's death from shame and her ultimate abnegation of self. The root
cause of this sacrifice can thus be traced back to Fascism's insisting on women staying
home. The sequence of events represents a mockery of doctrine and also of the
demographic programme - Paola's baby is out of wedlock (unpardonable, for Fascist
women) and its death is a defiance of the Fascist propaganda to reproduce and populate
the nation.

Fascist doctrine also plays a role in determining themes in the novel. In common
with Alla deriva and La casa nel vicolo, importance is placed on the dichotomy
past/future, where the past is associated with happiness and liberty and the future/present
with unhappiness and restriction.

In Le pause della vita in their role as emblems, different characters represent
different associations with past and future. Signora Tina, Paola's mother, associates the
past with all that is good and has rigidly maintained views of tradition and convention.
Paola associates the future with liberty and brightness and ardently waits for the future to
arrive.

Linked to these two characters and to their notions of past and future is the

® The passage is written in terms of resentment: " - Fuori le donne!

Fuori le donne! - ripeté 1la Boncini -. Noi raccogliamo prepotenze e
ingratitudini, dopo aver fatto camminare la posta come un orologio!". (M.
Messina, Le pause della vita, p. 95). The attitude towards women is felt as an
insult: "Facce dure che sembravano risponderle: -~ Che diritto ai tu di levare
un posto a qualche disoccupato?” (ibid, p. 99).

Ferdinando Loffredo expressed the Fascist party line in 1938: "pero,
l'abolizione del lavoro femminile deve essere la risultante di due fattori
convergenti: il divieto sancito dalla 1legge, 1la riprovazione sancita
dall'opinione pubblica. La donna che - senza la piu assoluta e comprovata
necessitd - lascia le pareti domestiche per recarsi al lavoro, la donna che, in
promiscuitd con l'uomo, gira per le strade, sui trams, sugli autobus, vive nelle
officine e negli uffici, deve diventare oggetto di riprovazione” (Politica della
famiglia, Bompiani, Milano, 1938, pp. 351-370, gquoted by Piero Meldini, cit, p.
257) .
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dichotomy countryside/city. Signora Tina is associated with the love of the countryside®
and never wants to leave it. She has a negative impression of electric light, a feature of
the city’, while the countryside is the source of all happiness.

Paola, on the contrary, dreams of the citylo and as soon as she can, goes to it.
The countryside has connotations of darkness for her and she desires the city, which she
feels must surely be filled with light''. She finds the country depressing'2.

Fascist ideology glorified both the past, in an effort to instill good traditional
values in the populace, and the countryside, as part of the programme to encourage the
peasant class to step up reproduction and to instill correct moral values in the
population®.

Signora Tina represents official doctrine and is emblematic of political and social

8 . . . .
"La signora Tina respirava avidamente l'acre odore della terra smossa

mescolato all'aroma delle erbe, sopraffatta dalla nostalgia. Ella era cresciuta
in casa dei nonni campagnoli, in una bella e grande fattoria verso il Bizzello,
dove restavano i ricordi piacevoli della fanciullezza" (M. Messina, Le pause
della vita Treves, Milano, 1926, pp. 57-58).

? "Restd la signora Tina. Ma il letto era piccolo, la luce elettrica

troppo viva, col paralume pareva spengersi. La mattina all'alba - la terra era
molle, ma il cielo schiarito prometteva bene - volle andarsene" (ibid, p. 149).

10 vpirenze. .. Sognava a occhi aperti la bellezza della cittd che non

avrebbe mai veduta. Oh, mai, ne era certa!" (ibid, p. 66).

11 s . .
"In citta doveva essere gia buio; nelle strade dovevano essere accese

le grandi lampade elettriche. Pensd all'interno delle stanze intravedute, ora
illuminate” (ibid, p. 22).

12 'Ma nessuna di loro sapeva come €& triste la campagna nelle sere
d'inverno. La notte viene lenta e pesante mentre la luce sparisce dietro un velo
scuro” (ibid., p. 23). -

13 The Fascist party line discouraged the glorification of the city, and
encouraged the return to traditional farming communities: "Un altro falso
miraggio di felicitd & offerto dall'aspetto illusorio delle grandi citta che
attirano facilmente le sane e robuste forze della campagna stornandole cosl dalla
produzione di una ricchezza fondamentale per l'economia di una nazione [...]
riportare insomma l'Italia alla sua autentica gloria agricola sard non solamente
darle ricchezza di economia, ma instaurazione di valori morali e, poiché dai sani
sentimenti di vita morale deriva la feconditd dell'amore, si avrd una sorgente
importantissima di elementi uomini" (P. Ardali, La politica demografica di
Mussolini, Casa Ed. "Mussolinia", Mantova, 1924, pp. 23-5). "Il pit tipico
istituto razziale in questo campo & la casa-orto dove, reagendo all'urbanesimo,
la pura e semplice abitazione & integrata da un adeguato appezzamento di terreno,
moderna riproduzione dell'antica 'domus romana'; essa segna un ritorno concreto
della razza ariana alla terra, alle sorgenti eterne della vita" (M. Baccigalupi,
La razza nella famiglia, in "La difesa della Razza”, 1941, 1, pp. 25-26) Both
quoted by Piero Meldini, op.cit, pp. 159-160.

118



convention. Paola, emblematic of non-conformism or rebellion against the social order,
rejects the notion of country, opting for the city. This, together with her other
unorthodox choices, can be interpreted as a flout of Fascist policy in Messina's novel.

A theme in the novel is the illustration of a generation gap with different opinions
on behaviour between different generations. Signora Tina represents the older
generation and her children appear intent on defying her authority. Paola's relationship
with Matteo is regarded as unseemly by her mother but natural by Paola™®.

Paola's brother, Carlo, also behaves contrary to traditional ways: he marries
without obtaining the consent of his mother. The figure of Piera, Carlo's wife, is
recurringly depicted as clashing with Signora Tina, especially with regard to ideas on
child-rearing. This motif could be interpreted as a covert criticism of Fascist insistence
upon hierarchy and tradition: it demonstrates a refutal of hierarchy and of traditional
authority roles, clearly represented by Signora Tina.

The figure of Signora Tina is at the same time a mockery of the Fascist notion of
pater familias: it is to be noted that she is the head of the household®, her flighty
husband having flown the coop', and she has always had the upper hand over her
brother-in-law, Federico, putative substitute man of the house'”.

Having removed the strong male presence from her novel and replaced him with
a woman head of the household, Messina has effectively created a matriarchal institution,

which is repugnant to Fascism'®. Thus, even while appearing to uphold Fascist doctrine,

! pacla appears to acquiesce to her mother's authority; a typical answer
to her is "Ella a sempre ragione, mamma" (M. Messina, op.cit., p. 90). However
she does not obey her, and carries out her intentions in secret.

13 During World War I women were forced to take control of the household in
the absence of men. Signora Tina could be seen as a relic of that period.
However, Messina depicts her as having had the rule of the house since long
before the war, when Paola was a small child. Her husband was a weak man.

1¢ The metaphor associated with Paola's father is of birds and flight: "il
marito canticchiava nella stanzetta a Qquarto piano, come un uccello che vuol
fuggire" (ibid., p. 81).

17 "egli non osava pill mettere innanzi dei propositi, intimidito. E poi
era abituato a rimettersi alle idee della cognata" (ibid, p. 59). "La Tina non
voleva che si restasse obbligati con la gente, e lui l'aveva obbedita sempre" (p.
T7) .

1% nammesso che & l'apporto del guadagno quello che determina
potenzialmente ed in modo concreto [...] 1l predominio dell'uomc nell'ambito
familiare e dato che la donna si viene sottraendo lentamente a questo predominio
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Messina is undermining it.

In Le pause della vita characters represent different aspects of the principal
theme, which appears to be that of an exposé of Fascist ideology. The sense of Paola's
character is gathered not so much from diegetic description as from her thoughts and
desires, which form a picture of her personality.

As a character Paola represents the antithesis of the ideal woman as promoted by
Fascism. Her personality goes counter to everything it encourages. She has a strong
desire for liberty and independence' and the most striking feature of her personality is
her opposition to the notion of marriage, which despite her love for Matteo, she resists
from beginning to end”.

She wishes to work, not only to support herself (which would be a Veristic
element) but in order to realise a sense of self’'. She is different from other female
characters of Messina's in that she does not suffer from the same longings for
maternity”>. This, combined with her rejection of society in order to embrace chastity
and sterility in a religious order, is a further element of her non-conformism to the ideal

Fascist image of woman.

a danno di altri uomini e con evidente tensione e progressivo rilassamento dei
vincoli familiari e dell'autoritd maschile in seno alla famiglia, si giungerebbe
al matriarcato. Ed il matriarcato & poco virile e meno fascista"™ (Mario Palazzi,
Autorita dell'uomo, in "Critica Fascista", 1533, 10, pp. 183-4). Quoted by Piero
Meldini, p. 209.

19 1ike her father, the metaphors associated with her are also to do with
birds and flight: "Forse era felice anche ora, che sentiva battere il suo cuore
come il battito dell'uccello di primo volo che teme solo di non saper volare"
(ibid, p. 88).

20 wgra il momento di dire: - Non domani. Mai piu. Noi dobbiamo essere
liberi" (ibid, p. 18); "Abiterd una bella casa, tutta mia - si ripeteva con
gioia - e vivrd sola sola perché nessuno mi comandi di andare dove non mi piace
(p. 54).

21 This leads her to rule out teaching, which would not bring her
satisfaction: "Perché era tornata a scuola? Per pigliare una patente e fare la
maestra? invecchiare insegnando le stesse cose a una minuscola turbolenta
scolaresca che cambia ogni anno?" (ibid, p. 66). Therefore, even at the end of
the novel, when she has begun to work in Florence as a translator, she is in
essence a "ragazza sola che lavora per necessita”, but "la speranza di bastare a
s& stessa, di farsi un nome, metteva una specie di nobiltd e di bellezza nella
sua nuova esistenza" (pp. 192-193}).

22 She even sees Piera as '"imbruttita e sformata" with her second

pregnancy. (ibid, p. 183).
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The character of Signora Tina is more strongly drawn than Paola's. It is an
intriguing character sketch, because she is so consistently rigid®, severe®, unyielding®
and ungenerous®® as to be unlikeable. In this regard, her function as symbol of Fascist
ideology can be understood; she is an unlovable figure, and this is a pointer to Messina's

attitude towards Fascist policy.

Symbolism and Imagery

The descriptions found throughout the text lend a symbolical dimension to the story.
There is a constant tension between the protagonist's internal sensations and thoughts
and the outside world.

Nature reflects Paola's feelings and influences them. The text shows a movement

between her thoughts and the outside:

"Il vento dava la sensazione di un fascio spinosd”
" Anche la luce del sole [...] era smorta, e non riscaldava la terra dei viaﬂzs;
"i viali dei Prati deserti splendevano a ogni riflesso di sole e tornavano a velarsi di malinconia a pena le

nuvole si addensavano sul cielo mutabilé'zg;

23 npa signora Tina era severa coi bambini. Le piacevano, ma non ne
trovava uno a modino e non poteva fare a meno di sgridarli. Le piacevano, s}, ma
anche se guardava i nipotini di Olindo era presa da un vago senso di fastidio e
di malumore, che la faceva parere fredda e dura" (ibid, p. 81).

24 Even with her husband she was severe: "ogni volta che consegnava alla
moglie i suoi guadagnucci eranc nuovi rimproveri: -... un uomo che perde il suo
tempo per buscare poche lire!" (ibid, p. 49).

”w

23 paola tries to persuade her mother to treat the workers better: -

Tante volte 1'd scongiurata di non maltrattare i contadini...
- Maltrattarli? - esclamd 1la sinora Tina voltandosi -. O non vedi che
profittano di noi, perché siamo due donne sole?"” (ibid, p. 29).

’® An instance is her offering of a biscuit to the peasant woman who has

helped her after she sprained her ankle: "Piacentina prese il biscotto,
risecchito e duro come un ciottolo. Buono per Stoppa [the deog]..." (ibid, p.
137).

27 Ibid, p. 1.
% Ipid., p. 2.

%% 1bid., p. 4.
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"Una pesante goccia vischiosa si staccod dalla wita; giunse, malinconicamente attutito, lo strido dei
vento. Guardando Matteo tornd a sorridere con una improvvisa voglia di piangert

"La limpidezza del cielo, la festositd dei poggi verzicanti, il fresco biancheggiare di un prugnolo
improvvisamente fiorito, non le rendevano la serenita guastata dalle osservazioni della mad¥ l;

"1 tenue intreccio [of the novel she translates] era raccontato con uno stile assai dimesso che a Paola

sembrava alato e poetico: percheé cosi esso diventava passando a traverso il suo spi.ril:'gz.

The strong links between Paola's state of mind and natural phenomena emphasise her
intolerance of the countryside and its associations. Natural beauty becomes invariably
tainted with unpleasant sensations of cold and wet which translate into her emotive state
of melancholy and irritation.

The countryside and its beauty is also associated with the worrisome subject of
sexuality: "non ardiva cacciarsi in mezzo agli alti e lisci tronchi dei carpini in fiore. 1l
bosco di San Gersolé aveva brutta fama, perché delle coppie innamorate si davano

w33

appuntamento lassu. Per i poggi circolavano salaci storielle"”. The beauty of the

surroundings momentarily appears to dismiss her fears: "La bellezza del paesaggio che si

andava scoprendo allo sguardo, allontanava i pensieri sgradevoli".

But the beautiful forest is the Jocus of Paola's seduction and the source of all her
troubles. As if aware of the fate which awaits her, she longs for the city, symbol of
freedom: "Affascinata ella contemplava dall'alto la citta, con i suoi edifizi raccolti
attorno alla Fortezza medicea"*.

Strong symbolic imagery is used in the depiction of Paola's personality,

alternating entrapment with liberty: chains®, birds which are entrapped®, birds which

3 1pid., p. 17.

3! 1bid., pp. 32-33.

2 1pid, p. 103.

33 1bid, p. 118.

34 1pi4.

33 "Anche una piccola catena pud pesare. E noi non dobbiamo avere catene,
perché siamo giovani e non sappiamo ancora afferrare il tempo che ci passa

davanti” (ibid, pp. 4-5.
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wish to be free’’, and birds, constantly circling the sky: "passeri”, "pettirossi”, "uccellini
affaccendati”, "egli dipingeva un balocco di legno - un buffo uccello"; "gli uccelli

volavano a cerchi", "colombi". They are the symbols of the freedom Paola desires.

Models and sources

Two allusions are made in this novel to literary precedents, one directly,' the other
indirectly. The first assists in illustrating the theme of the generation gap in the novel.
Direct reference is made to Turgheniev's novel Padri e figh*® and there are
marked similarities in tone and theme between this novel and Le pause della vita: just as
the former has been described as enunciating "un'opposizione primordiale e eterna: il
conflitto fra le generazioni" and a novel that explores the "difficile succedersi delle

" so too does Messina's novel have as one of its primary themes

moderne generazioni
the meeting of old and new, of past and future.

Like the various fathers in Turgheniev's novel who are unable to communicate
with their sons due to the generational gap and the consequent change in perceptions, so
too is Paola's relationship with her mother strained by their differences.

The second allusion is indirect and recalls the most famous Italian novel,
Manzoni's I promessi sposi. An aspect of Paola's personality is reminiscent of Manzoni's
Gertrude, the Monaca di Monza: the imagination of both, as young girls, is excited by

evocations of unknown worldly delights which will be denied to them. In the cloister the

young Gertrude is stimulated by the other girls' talk of "immagini varie e luccicanti, di

36 4y . . . .
"il marito canticchiava nella stanzetta a quarto piano, come un uccello

che vuol fuggire” (ibid., p. 81).

37 "Forse era felice anche ora, che sentiva battere il suo cuore come il
battito dell'uccello di primo volo che teme solo di non saper volare" (M.
Messina, op.cit., p. 88).

*% pacla reflects upon a passage in Turgheniev's Fathers and Sons, that is

dear to her: "Basarow diceva ad Arcadio: ‘Guarda un po' quel che faccio io:

c'é un posto vuoto nel baule, ci ficco del fieno. Cosl nel baule della vita:

ficcaci quel che ti viene sotto la mano, purché non rimangano dei vuoti'. Parole
che avrebbe preso per insegna, tanto rispondevano al suo pensiero” (ibid, p.
196) .

39 Giulio Bollati, "Generazioni a confronto” - afterword to Ivan
Turgheniev's Padri e figli Einaudi, Torino, 1977.
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nozze, di pranzi, di conversazioni, di festini, come dicevano allora, di villeggiature, di
vestiti, di carrozze"*’; these produce in her mind "quel movimento, quel brulichio che
produrrebbe un gran paniere di fiori appena colti, messo davanti a un alveare"*!.

Messina's Paola is similarly stimulated by the modern equivalent of the Monaca
di Monza's youthful visions: "Non aveva mai veduto il cinematografo, non faceva
all'amore, non conosceva le sale del Circolo, non sapeva ballare... Tutti questi godimenti
ignorati si confondevano in una visione di splendore e di movimento"*.

Both find themselves in second place to a first-born brother who enjoys a
privileged position in life. Paola is resentful of her brother, Carlo: "La vita era stata
facile e buona, per lui. [...] Pareva che avesse diritto ai sacrifizi e all'amore della madre e
dello zio"®.

Paola, like Gertrude, has as a young girl definite ambitions which do not coincide
with her predetermined status in life. Paola is predestined by her social background (and
by Fascist doctrine) to marry, have children and have a "normal" life, but desires instead
independence and adventure. Like Gertrude, she ends up, against her will, as a nun.

The decision made by Paola to become a nun, seen by G. Gargano as "come, in
simili casi, impone una tradizione che non sottilizza troppo nello scegliere una via

d'uscita"*

, should not be seen only as an escape route from a difficult choice (whether or
not to tell Matteo the truth, whether or not to hurt him). It is rather a symptom of an
increasing desire on the part of Messina's protagonists to escape the world. It is also
indicative of their failure either to achieve their goals in life or to integrate with the
society in which they live.

The cloister is seen as a recurring idea of Franca's in Un fiore che non fiori, first

viewed with revulsion®, then with what seems like acceptance* and finally with desire®’.

9. Manzoni, I Promessi Sposj Melita, La Spezia, 1994, p. 132.
! 1bid.
2 M. Messina, Le pause della vita p. 54.
43 . .
M. Messina, cit., p. 34.
4 Op.cit., p. 179.

45 . .
"Farmi monaca? - esclamd Franca con un brivido leggero -.

No, no! Morirei di malinconia!" (M. Messina, Un fiore che non fiori, p. 64);
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The same progression is seen with Paola. At first she views nuns with pity and
horror*; soon after with a sense of comfort*; however, always associating them with
death®. When she takes the decision to become a nun, it is significant that her first
choice was suicide, to throw herself off the Campanile. Unwilling to hurt Matteo by
having her death revealed as a "fatto di cronaca", she chooses the second option. The
price of failure, Messina appears to say, is death.

Suicide by drowning is the option chosen by the female protagonist of Messina's
story "Vincere" (1927). It is motivated by her desperation at a loveless marriage and the
incomprehension from those around her. The importance of this novella is that coming
chronologically after Un fiore che non fiori and Le pause della vita, it brings to its apex
the gradual progression seen in those novels towards the self-obliteration of the female
protagonists.

The self-abnegation of the woman is sought in Messina either in the "cloister
solution" or in death. In all of the cases man's greed or lust or the bias of a misogynist
patriarchal society have been the cause of the woman's downfall.

The message in Messina's novels, growing more pronounced with each work, is
that of a rejection of society, its values and its norms which allow no scope for

development or autonomy to the woman.

"Pensd con ribrezzo a un monasterc: vide delle cellette nude, una grata nera;
sentl, acutamente, la sua gran voglia di sole di liberta" (ibid, p. 161).

% vpl ritorno mi farai fare amicizia con don Agostini. Non ti & detto che
mi fard monaca?" (ibid, p. 166).
47 "E' come se ti fossi fatta monaca! [says zia Fabiana]. Si era fatta

monaca, percheé no? In un monastero senza chiostri e senza porte e senza regole:
tutto arioso, con una chiesa immensa che a l'’erba per pavimento, il cielo per

cupola e i cipressi per colonne..." (ibid, p. 185).
8w Povere suore che malinconia... [...] Sono cosl lontane dalla vita!
{...] Come a potuto allontanarsi dalla vita? Meglio uccidersi!™ (M. Messina, Le

pause della vitg pp. 185-186).

4% wpiudl la voce sommessa di suor Apollonia che le aveva ripetuto parole
di fede e di conforto; rivide il suo volto sereno; e il dolore parve attutirsi"”
(ibid, pp. 187-188).

50 . . C s . . o .

"Rivedeva sfumati e pallidi i contorni dei loro visi, cosl come si

rivedono i visi delle persone care che sono morte: cosl come rivedeva sua madre"
(ibid, p. 1%4).
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V1. L'amore negato

Various themes found in Messina's preceding works culminate in her final novel finding
their strongest expression in this complex work which presents strong ethical and
psychological dimensions.

The novel has strong symbolic elements like the two preceding ones.
Distinguishing it from these, however, is a strong emphasis on Biblical quotes and
allusions. There is also an unprecedented oneiric element.

That Messina has used a Biblical archetype as the framework for her final novel is
significant. She has moved completely away from the Veristic genre, as well as from
current conventional literary patterns. In doing so she has placed her conclusive work
within the confines of the archetype of literature: the Book.

By placing her message within a context recalling the origins of man's history, she
is explicitly divesting it of any trace of contemporary fashionableness. Instead she invests

the central notions in the novel with a sense of timeless authority.
Publishing history and critical appraisals

Published in 1928, L'amore negato was reviewed in 1929 by a critic using the acronym
A. d'A.!. It received mention in 1985 by Maria di Giovanna®. In 1993 the novel was
republished by Sellerio. In the same year it was translated into French and published
under the title Severa by Actes Sud. | i

In 1994 it was translated into German and. published with the title Jede
Einsamkeit ist anders by Arche Verlag. In Germany, the novel received widespread

attention by critics, including a radio broadcast reading’.

1 ora Donna, Milano, gennaio 1929, p. 47. The novel is described as

"ancora una volta [una} dimostrazione dell'arte singolare di questa scrittrice”.
’ Di Giovanna was examining instances of enclosure within a general theme
running through Messina's works. The mention of L'amore negato consists of one
paragraph only, on p. 13 ofLa fuga impossibile

3 Rd8hr, Esther, "Maria Messina: Jede Einsamkeit ist anders”, radio
broadcast on 24.4.1995, on "Hessische Rundfunk”.
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Structure and Themes

The novel is fronted by a quote from Solomon, Book of Proverbs® and from this is taken
the title of the novel, the key to its interpretation.

The novel is situated in Ascoli Piceno in the Marches. Civitella, in the Abruzzo, is
often named and the Festa della Madonna di Loreto is mentioned”.

It recounts the story of an ambitious young woman who, in her quest for success,
worsens the living conditions of her family, wrecks her younger sister's chances of
happiness and plants the seeds of her own ruin.

The main characters are two: selfish, manipulative Severa and her sister,
generous, loving Miriam. Despite their contrasting personalities and behaviour they are
both destined to bleak and lonely lives. Severa's egoism and denial of love to herself and
others is the cause of the misery of both women. In this denial lies the key to their
downfall.

The structure of the novel is based on a quadripartite division and the
arrangement of the narrative resembles that of Le pause della vita. In each of the
chapters the germ of the next is sown - a structural tie-in with the allegory evoked by
Miriam at the end of the novel. This acts as a metaphorical framework for the story:
"Per raccogliere bisogna seminare".

Severa's selfishness is the motif that drives the text onwards. Her quest to exploit
the woman who teaches her millinery will later lead to her ostracism by the same woman.

Her scomn in the face of her sister's love will be reflected in her own infatuation, and her
refusal to help her sister marry will be repaid by the refusal of the man she loves to love
her. (A touch of irony is seen in the distorted echoing of the linked motif of love and

money: if she had given Miriam money for her dowry, Miriam would have found love.

4 rNon negare il bene a quelli a cui & dovuto quando & in tuo potere di

farlo", Proverbs, 3:27.
Loreto is in the Marches, north of Ascoli Piceno.
¢ Miriam repeats the proverb two lines later, "Non lo sai che per

raccogliere bisogna prima seminare?”, giving it greater emphasis. (M. Messina,
L'amore negatq Sellerio, Palermo, 1993, p. 128).
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Although Severa gives Marco money, he does not love her.)

Her rejection of her family leads to their reluctance, later, to take her in in her
time of need. Her rejection of the feminine nature, of marriage, of maternity, finds its
bitter fruit in her ultimate sterile loneliness and her belated and unattainable desire for
children.

Four characters - two female, two male - are important in terms of
characterisation. Again, as in Un fiore che non fiori and Le pause della vita, they can
be seen as emblematic figures - not necessarily in the Pirandellian motion of a stereotype
character of "mother" or "father" but in that they represent themes or situations.

The two female characters, Miriam and Severa, are symbolic of two types of
women. Miriam, whose choice of name defines her (it derives from the Hebrew Maria or
Mary; a name associated with modesty, devotion and sacrifice) is indeed a good,
virtuous woman, she is constantly seen in the act of working, helping, assisting.

Her dreams for the future are to marry’ and establish a family of her own: she is
a young woman whose aspirations are in line with good, Christian, social values and
Catholic women's doctrine, which aims "soprattutto, e ad ogni costo, alla difesa della
famiglia dalla disgregazione e dallo sfacelo"®.

She is a diligent and conscientious daughter who labours to sustain her ailing
father, mother, little brother and herself. When her father dies she realises that Severa
will not help to support the family. So she goes to Turin to serve her friend, even though

it is something she does not really want to do’.

7

Miriam's character is always associated with marriage: she eagerly
watches a wedding (pp. 36-37); she frequently asks her mother to recount the
story of her romance and marriage with her father (p. 38); she falls in 1love

with a young man, Piero Gaddi, and plans to marry him. However, due to the lack
of a dowry she is forced to renounce him.

® fThis is the official line of the Unione femminile cattolica di Napoli,

1913, quoted by L. Capezzuoli and G. Cappabianca (p. 122). Severa's desire to
work, to make a name for herself, is what would be judged by the same Unione as
"sforzi follemente orgogliosi di alcune donne, bramose di svincolarsi dai legami
sacrosanti, sui quali riposa l'integrita dell'istituto familiare, e quindi in
gran parte il benessere morale della societa di cui la famiglia & la prima e piu
importante cellula” (Ibid.) '

9 . s ) , L q ) .
" - Tu andresti fino a Torino? - esclamdé la signora Emilia. / - Sino in
capo al mondo, per essere utile a voialtri e a me.” (M. Messina, L'amore negato,

p. 75).
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Severa represents an image of woman which has slowly been progressing in form
throughout each of Messina's novels and which comes to full term in this final work. She
is the emancipated woman who prefers career and material advancement to the
traditional role of wife and mother. But there is a new dimension to this vision of
modern woman: she is a totally negative figure.

Severa is consistently depicted as egoistic, harsh, unmoveable. She is a hard
worker - but her work is aimed at furthering only her own ends. She refuses to help
anyone, her family included.

She is possessed of an unpleasant personality, quick to anger and almost
violent'!, and is unable to consider anyone other than herself even when it is others who
are suffering>. Severa desires to do things alone and to be alone. She has always
wanted to be independent - to have no ties, and no responsibility or connection to
others™. She finds her strength within herself. Once her atelier is established, she lives
alone and apart from her family"*. This, for an Italian woman, is unusual, especially in
the era during which Messina writes. Severa is contemptuous about marriage, criticising
other women who have succumbed to it"’.

Severa can be seen to have achieved her goals in all respects. She is wealthy,

independent, self-sufficient. But she is also portrayed as an unpleasant caricature of

10 nseverina ... metteva da parte i suoi piccoli soldi, senza curarsi dei
bisogni di casa"” (Ibid., p. 21).
11 wNon 1la posso soffrire. Se la guardo ho voglia di afferrarla pe'
capelli”, Severa says of Corinna, their boarder (Ibid., p. 20).

12 yhen told her father is dying, she annoyedly thinks that "Era destino
che la famiglia dovesse prepararle un boccone amaro ogni volta che le pareva

venuto il momento di poter godere!"” (Ibid., p. 72). Her egoism recalls that of
Don Abbondio, who can only think of himself while others suffer: "Lucia [...] &
nata per la mia rovina {...] Oh povero me! povero me! Basta: 1l cielo & in

obbligo di aiutarmi"™ (A. Manzoni, I promessi sposi, Melita, La Spezia, 1994, p.
329).

13"Sempre le era piaciuto “sapere andare per conto suo', fin da piccola”
{Ibid., p. 124)
14 "Non viene pilt neanche a desinare"”, says Miriam, and her mother
responds, "Ha la cucina per conto suo... Che ragione avrebbe di venire?" (Ibid.,
p. 77).
'3 vUn matrimonio? - fece la signora Emilia. - Guai a parlare di
matrimonio, di amore, di innamoramenti! Non & una ragazza comune!"” (Ibid., p.
35).
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Amazon, an unfeminine savage, 2 woman who is more like a man. Significantly, she
assumes the male position of power, ruling and subjecting those around her'®,
An important allusion in the novel is Severa's reference to the boarder, Corinna,

"7 This is in fact a symbolic allusion to herself, as Severa in her dealings

as "superdonna
can be regarded as the blood-thirsty violent creature of mythology'® who, like Medea,
causes the death of little children'®.

The two principal male characters are depicted as weak and powerless. The first
is the father of the two sisters, Maestro Santi. As with all the male characters of
Messina's novels after La casa nel vicolo, he is sickly and wasting, destined to die
without leaving his family financially secure. His character is shuffling and weak,
subjected to the stronger will of his daughter®. All images of him are of a man without
power and force.

The role of Marco Aldini in the novel is that of object of the infatuation of

Severa. As a male character he too is in a position of weakness. He is socially and

'® She can be seen as possessing the masculine trait of self-sufficiency,

which is best seen in contrast with Miriam's more feminine quality of sharing and
helping.

Y7 Ibid., p. 22.

8 The allusion to Superwoman has various sources in the literary context
leading up to Messina's time of writing. One is the Superfemmina of the Futurist
meovement, active from 1809, which encouraged women to become partners to the
Futurist superman: "Le donne sono le Erinni, le Amazzoni ... le guerriere che
combattono pit ferocemente dei maschi" (Futurismo e Futurismi, (ed.) P. Hulten,
Bompiani, Milano, 1886, pp. 569-570). Another is the Dannunzian Superfemmina, of
the tragedy La Gloria: '"vero personaggio tragico & la sua donna, la Comména, una
Superfemmina [...] che personifica la continuita. del potere politico concepito
come violenza e morte, ma a anche elemento meduseo, -[...] che per creare nuovi

"scopi a se stessa, si nutre di sangue, raggiri, soprusi” (Anco Marzio Mutterle,
Gabriele D'Annunzio, Le Monnier, Firenze, 1982, pp. 100-101). Severa also
recalls the mythical Medea, who desires the masculine war-going role and spurns
the female one: "in campo/ ben tre volte io starei pria che del parto/ sola una
volta sostener l'affanno" (Euripide, Medea, in Le Tragedie, Bietti, Milano-Roma,
1879, p. 98).

19 It is Severa who is the cause of her little brother Pierino's death:

she banishes him from the house, and from the courtyard, because "Le finestre del
salottino danno sulla piazza" and her clients can see him; causing him to wander
off and be drowned in the swollen waters of the Tronto river (p. 74).
20 "Egli si faceva avanti adagio adagio, curvo sul bastone, affaticandosi a
spiccicare i pochi passi che ci volevano dall'uscio alla tavola"; "Nel torpido
silenzio della stanza, riscaldata dai cibi, si udl il tono secco della voce di
Severa che raccomandava al padre di non bere troppe”" (M. Messina, L'amore negato,
p. 18).
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economically inferior to Severa. He has been forced into that position by his subordinate
relationship with his stepfather, who tried to force him to become a priest and who only
cares for his own sons®’. His character assumes a submissive, feminine position, borne
out by his trembling voice ("La voce gli tremava un poco"), another feminine
characteristic.

Apart from the two male characters, Marco and Maestro Santi, there is no strong
masculine presence in the novel®. L'amore negato is particularly full of alienated male
figures who belie Fascist theory of the strong soldier of the regime, who fecundates his
wife while home from fighting for the patria. A group of men is described, all friends of
Signora Emilia's father. One is facially marred and never goes out in daylight. One "non
s'era maritato per mantenere la madre e tre sorelle che vivevan con lui"; the last lives
alone, "un po' misantropo”. The young brother is weak-minded. None of these men is
depicted as virile or eligible.

Throughout Messina's six novels, there is a gradual build-up towards a defined
image of modern independent woman, starting from a hint of liberatory potential
personified by Donatella®, followed by Simonetta's assertion of self, Franca's longing for
freedom of expression and movement and Paola's determination to make her way on her
own.

Severa finally has all the freedom of movement, expression, financial autonomy
and power that her literary predecessors desired. The enigma is that at this point,
Messina does not treat her character as a triumph of achievement and success but depicts
her in a negative light, as a failure.

There is a gradual displacement of the male figure after the central omnipotent

character of Don Lucio in La casa nel vicolo, in favour of female-ruled households,

e oy patrigno non gli par vero di non occuparsi pit di me! Tutte le

cure, tutte le premure sono per i1 suoi figli. Sono una mal'erba, io!
La voce gli tremava un poco" (Ibid., p. 82).

22The brother is retarded and remains mentally a child; another male
character is afflicted by a facial deformation which affects his position within
socilety.

%3 Donatella brings to Qrsola a breath of "un'aria piu libera e pilu netta

dell'aria che l'aveva circondata finora" (M. Messina, Primavera senza sole,
Giannini, Napoli, 1920).
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where men occupy only peripheral positions.

How can one explain these ambivalent tendencies? The answer perhaps lies in
the Fascist rule governing all aspects of Italian life in the period during which Messina
wrote her novels.

Especially pertinent in terms of literary production was the Fascist control and
censorship of publishing practice?®*. Treves, who published the majority of Messina's
novels, including L'amore negato, was subject to Fascist authority in order to remain in
business”. The writer was forced to subscribe to Fascist ideals, to remain within certain
parameters, or risk exile.

Messina appears to have adopted a manner of writing in which she seemingly
subscribes to the Fascist party line. Openly, she supported certain Fascist institutions®.
Yet, her friendship with Gina Lombroso Ferrero must be recalled: the Ferrero family
was exiled for its anti-Fascist stance. The necessity to appear pro-Fascist in order to be
published, countered by the desire to express her real sentiments, could explain the
double layer of meaning found in her novels.

The confusingly negative image of Severa as an emancipated woman finds its
explanation in this light. She is defeated by her innate biological need to love and
nurture. This, Messina seems to imply, is the woman's role. Severa, who usurps male
prerogatives of power and independence to find success and takes the dominant male
position in her relationship with Marco Aldini, is doomed to fail.

Her failure both as a career woman and as a woman is a clear sign that hers is a
role model not to be followed. If Fascism expresses that women must stay at home a.ﬁd

reproduce, Messina's career woman must show that §he cannot succeed in life in her

4 . . . . , .
2 "Se si considera l'arco del ventennio nero, risulta evidente un vistoso

e progressivo scivolare verso 1l controllo di Stato, sempre piu esteso e
repressivo, sull'editoria"” (Giovanni Ragone, pp. 1053-1054).

258y 1932, Ragone says, publishing houses were lined up either against
(few) or with Fascist ideology. Bemporad, who published some of Messina's
children's books, was decidedly pro-Fascist; Sandron and Vallardi toed the party
line, and Treves "sotto l'influenza di Gentile [...] si trascinava sui vecchi
titoli del suo catalogo" (Ibid., p.l1l061).

%% She proposed the use of Fascist dopolavoro institutions in order to
improve literacy. (Maria Messina, in "Inchiesta sull'opera di Verga", Lina
Perroni (ed.) Studi critici su Giovanni Verga, Bibliotheca editrice, Roma, 1934,
pp. 62-63).
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chosen direction.

Read in this sense Messina's novel is a treatise on correct moral behaviour in the
regime, a Fascist Aesop's fable. However, if this were a fable, Miriam by the end of the
novel would have been happily married with five children, since she is a good virtuous
Christian girl, with all her correct Fascist aspirations in place.

However, Miriam too ends up a bleak, lonely and embittered spinster like her
sister, with the emphasis in her life on sterility: "Solo nel pezzo di terra davanti il

portoncino della casa di Miriam non cresceva un filo d'erba"?’.

Her virtue has gone
unrewarded and this is therefore a non-Fascist fable.

The figure of Severa, so emphasised in its egoism and ambition that it becomes a
caricature, is however an indication that Messina does not seriously imply that her
feminist heroine is a monster.

The impersonality with which Severa's character is portrayed is another pointer to
its unrealness. We know it is an exaggeration, therefore we cannot take it seriously and
we therefore do not believe that Severa is a monster.

Messina uses here for the second time in her novels the technique of caricature.
The first instance was Don Lucio. It was from the caricature that there emerged the idea
that male-centred authority and strength are reprehensible, not ideal.

The ambiguity of male and female identity in this novel is a subversive response
to the dictatorial requirements of external political policy. Messina pays lip-service to
Fascist ideology but her subliminal themes defy the party code by demonstrating that
virtue has no rewards and by populating her narrafive world with weak men.

Severa and Don Lucio are composed with irony®®. Lucio is grotesque in his
image of bullying, raping, childkilling womanjailer. The Fascist ideal of man is of a
strong, protective, morally correct procreator of the nation and ostensibly, the figure of
Don Lucio represents masculine strength, authority and protection of women. But his

character is so loaded in this sense that he represents the antithesis of all those things.

T7M. Messina, L'amore negatq p. 128.

8"irony is usually seen as something that undermines clarities, opens up

vistas of chaos, and either liberates by destroying all dogma or destroys by

revealing the inescapable canker of negation at the heart of every affirmation”.
(Wayne C. Booth, p. ix).
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We find here a possible case of anti-Fascism masquerading as pro-Fascism in
order to convince Fascism of its bona fides, whereas in fact, it is anti-Fascism waiting to
be decoded. Messina was not alone in using this device during the years of Fascism: it
was common in poetry of the period to parody the official regime and its principles®.

A theme which resurfaces in this novel is that of maternal sentiment in woman as
her true and natural vocation. In most of Messina's novels (Le pause della vita is the
exception) where the protagonists have previously striven for independence and liberty,
in the end they glory in their motherhood or regret their lack of it. Severa is no
exception. Her lonely middle age is exacerbated by her childlessness®.

The subject of maternal sentiment in Messina's novels is separate from the
Fascist-promoted image of the feminine ideal. It is not a drive to populate the nation but
rather a celebration of the joy of creation. Messina's women experience or desire the
bliss of motherhood as an end in itself.

While late-20th century feminists might view this as running contrary to feminist
attitudes, this is Messina's manifestation of the woman who can find self-fulfilment in the
maternal role. At this early stage in the century, Messina has arrived at the "distinction
between institutionalised motherhood and the realities of maternal experience". She is
representing the real "female consciousness of motherhood™' as detached from

restrictive social prescriptions of the female role.

%% pranco Fortini's observations on some forms of poetry of the Fascist

period appear to apply directly to many of Messina's narrative devices: "Uno dei
modi del rifiuto mascherato della realtd ufficiale fu 1l'uso della parodia,
dell'ironia; si esibirono sarcasticamente forme metriche desuete. Si dettero

casi frequenti di rovesciamento, in senso polemico e allusivamente avverso al
‘regime dominante, della tonalitd popolareggiante (da lunario e da cantastorie)
che Mino Maccari, Curzio Malaparte, Leo Longanesi avevano sfruttata in senso

reazionario. Furono talvolta episodi, anch'essi, di civetteria conservatrice"”
("I1 sarcasmo antinovecentesco e il dialetto”, I poeti del Novecento, Laterza,
Roma-Bari, 1983, pp. 106-107). Indeed, Messina's appearing to reinforce Fascist

ideoclogy are a form of this "civetteria conservatrice”.

30 wyoleva prenderne uno sulle ginocchia, quello piccolo piccolo che la
guardava di lontano succhiandosi il dito, e baciarlo sui fini capelli e
domandargli: 'Come ti chiami?' per sentirsi rispondere”; " - Vieni! Vieni! -
chiamava. I bambini scappavano. Essi somigliano gli uccelli che non si fanno
acchiappare” (M. Messina,L'amore negatq pp. 120-122).

3! Robin Pickering-TIazzi, "Designing Mothers: Images of Motherhood in
Novels by Aleramo, Morante, Maraini, and Fallaci", in Annali d'Italianistica:
Women's Voices in Italian Literature, ed. by West, R. and Cervigni, D.S., Univ.
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, VII, 1989, p. 325. Cfr. also rest of article.
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Messina's focus on motherhood shows in addition the influence of the cultural
context.. Women's work of the epoch reflects a preoccupation with the maternal role,

particularly that of Negri, Vivanti, Aleramo, Lombroso Ferrero*>.

Models and sources

The symbolical and oneiric nature of the novel is added to by the recounting of a dream
had by Severa, which in other novels by Messina has no precedent. Dreams are a
frequent occurrence in the Bible, both in the Old and New Testaments. In this sense, the
inclusion of a dream as a symbolical interpretation of the situation in the story is another

element of the Biblical framework to the novel.

"Si trovava in un monte, altissimo e pauroso, in mezzo ad altra gente che saliva lenta lenta. Se guardava disotto,
il capo le girava. Sofffiva a salire sempre; ma se si fermava si sentiva mancare la terra sotto i piedi.

In cima al monte, s'indovinava una figura in attesa: una figura di donna; una faccia che non si capiva.

Qualcuno mormorava il suo nome. Lei sapeva chi fosse, quella figura, ma non avrebbe saputo
pronunziare il suo nome: come succede tante volte nei sogni.

La folla andava verso la cima; e ciascuno portava in mano il suo cuore. Qualcuno si staccava dalla
folla, portando il suo cuore stretto sul petto, e nascosto.

Anche let si stringeva il cuore sul petto, per tenerlo nascosto.

E intanto chi giungeva si fermava e donava il suo cuore alla donna: che era una creatura viva e pur non
faceva un gesto, come fosse di pietra.

Anche lei avrebbe voluto giungere, per fermarsi, e si arrampicava affannata; ma la cima del monte si
allontanava ad ogni passo.

La creatura viva che pareva di pietra rendeva il cuore a coloro che l'avevano donato. E coloro, una folla,
scendevano il monte con viso triste € sereno portando in petto una soave flamma abbagliante.

E lei, con i pochi rimasti lontani come lei, seguitava ad arrampicarsi, sfinita, col suo cuore che era
piccolo e diventava piu pesante del bronzo.

Ora anche lei avrebbe voluto donare il suo piccolo cuore pesante; ma non poteva stendere all'offerta le

braccia irrigidite; e la cima si allontanva a ogni passo; e dove stava la figura in attesa ora rotolavano grosse

. p33
nuvole brune che parevano macigni'™" .

32 Negri (Maternita, 1904), Aleramo (Una donna, 1906), Vivanti

divoratori, 1911) put their autobiographical accounts into poetry and fictional

form. Gina Lombroso (L'anima della donna, 1921; La donna nella vita, 1923)

prescribed for all women the maternal role and the abnegation of self in favour

of the family.

3 M. Messina, L'amore negatq p. 96.
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The dream symbolizes Severa's incapacity to love and to give, leading to disaster on
various levels (Pierino's death, the failure to attract Marco Aldini, the loss of her
clientele). The dream is a story within the story but it is the same story put in symbolic
terms: the mountain of life, the difficulty of the ascent, the heart which must be given
away in order to be retained whole and healthy, the dark, dangerous isolation which
results from smallness and meanness of heart.

The novel contains several allegorical references which have the Bible as their
source.

The quote from Solomon's Proverbs acts as a frame to the story, as the
withholding of good by Severa from her family can be seen as the cause of the sorrow
and bad luck that ensues for them.

The novel ends soon after Miriam has quoted "Per raccogliere bisogna seminare".
The Gospel of Luke is the source for this proverb. Luke recounts. the parable of the
sower, also saying "1 semi caduti fra le spine indicano coloro che, dopo aver ascoltato,
cammin facendo si lasciano prendere dalle preoccupazioni, dalla ricchezza e dai piaceri
della vita, e rimangono senza frutto"**,

Severa's life resembles that of the sower amongst the thoms. She too has been
consumed with desire for material goods and by devoting her life entirely to their pursuit,
has remained "without fruit". She becomes aware of her sterility when it is too late®.

Severa likens herself to the Prodigal Son®® and aspects of the story mirror the
Biblical parable, again from Luke. Miriam (although the younger sister) represents the
wise, faithful elder brother who condemns the wasteful, selfish ways of the younger
brother, represented by Severa. The mother represents the forgiving and concerned

father: her penultimate words to Severa are to pray to the Madonna. This reflects the

34 Luke, 8:14.

3 1t is while sitting watching the children that flee her, that she

becomes aware of what she has missed out on in life: "Ma ecco, noi ci accorgiamo
di avere camminato con gli occhi chiusi quando ci fermiamo, stanchi da non sapere
piu ripigliare il cammino” (p. 121).
3 n5i rammentava della parabola del figliol prodigo e pensava che lei, se
fosse stata il figliol prodigo, sarebbe fuggita nel deserto, si sarebbe rifugiata
dentro una grotta, invece di mangiare tranquillamente il wvitellc grasso che
toccava al fratello" (pp. 126-7).
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message of Luke's allegory, which urges repentance and return to the faith.

Another Biblical reference is made by Severa, who says of Pierino, her retarded
young brother: "Pierino mangia le uve guaste, come dice Geremia" (p. 23). In Jeremiah
24:2, a dream reveals two baskets, one with "fichi assai buoni come fichi primaticci”, the
other with "fichi assai cattivi da non potersi mangiare per quanto erano cattivi".
Messina's reference to "uve guaste” (substituted for figs) draws a parallel between the
symbology of the rotten figs, "oggetto di spavento per tutti i regni della terra" (Jeremiah
24:9), and the poor Pierino, whose afflicted and doomed presence on the earth could be
interpreted as sign of "una maledizione" (Jeremiah 24.9).

L'amore negato bears striking resemblance to Neera's Teresa (1886).
Similarities are perceived both in plot events and in characters. Miriam resembles the
young Teresa; her love-affair with Piero Gaddi recalls Teresa's with Egidio Orlandi.
Descriptions of their falling in love, surreptitious meetings at the window near which the
yoimg girls sew, inability to marry because of the lack of dowry, and the disappearance
of the young men to Milan, are found in both novels.

Severa resembles the older Teresa. Both protagonists show signs of dementia as
their spinsterhood progresses with no hope of being united with their lovers. Both are
regarded as strange and unwelcome by society.

The themes of Neera's work represent the feminine condition®’, the misery of the
woman, unable to fight against the circumstances and restrictions of society. By evoking
Neera's novel, Messina's novel emphasises the bleakness of the condition in which
women still find themselves, despite the changing times.

The proverb which acts as a symbolic framework to the novel, as you sow, so
will you reap, implies a certain ethical behaviour. It also promises, however, that if you
sow goodness, you will reap goodness. In L'amore negato, this does not occur.
Miriam, who has spent her life in self-sacrifice for others, remains as barren and lonely as
her sister.

Messina's last novel demonstrates a bitter disillusionment with life and a

dismantling of the belief in the traditional ethical values and basis of society.

*7 Giacinto Spagnoletti considers Neera's writing and ability to project
her ideas as superior to that of Sibilla Aleramo (p. 42).
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APPENDIX A

Appendix A contains unpublished and rare published writings of Maria Messina. I
reproduce in Part I two groups of unpublished letters written by Messina to Alessio Di
Giovanni and to Enrico Bemporad. Part II contains published and manuscript works by
Messina not readily available. These are five short stories by Messina, published in the
journal La Donna and which are difficult to obtain; Messina's article "La morti di lu
Patriarca", a review of Alessio Di Giovanni's story of the same title; and Messina's

critique of Gina Lombroso's book, L'anima della donna.
Part I

The correspondence Messina-Di Giovanni, written between 1910 and 1940 and fully
reproduced here, is housed by the Biblioteca Comunale di Palermo.  This
correspondence consists of 27 handwritten documents: 12 letters, 13 postcards and 2
cards. The first is dated Ascoli Piceno, 23 July 1910, the last, Pistoia, 8 January 1940.
All except the last letter are handwritten and signed by Maria Messina. The last letter is
dictated by her.

The library has no records of the date of donation of the letters, nor of the
donor'. The existence of the letters came to my attention in May 1995 when I asked the
Biblioteca Comunale di Palermo whether they posse’ésed' any material, published or
unpublished, relating to Maria Messina. They referred me to the collection of letters
(Archive shelf-mark: 5 Qq D 319 n. 26) and also to a manuscript by Messina: a
handwritten review of La morti di lu Patriarca (Archive shelf-mark: 5 Qq E 228 n. 2), a
short story by Alessio di Giovanni. At my request, microfiches were kindly made of the

letters and of the manuscripts.

! According to the registers, there is no evidence that they had ever

been photocopied or microfiched.
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Notes on the Letters

Alessio di Giovanni is best known as a Sicilian dialect poet and writer, for his
appreciation of Franciscan ideals in literature, which he carried through into his own
work, and for his great interest in the félibrige movement’, which he supported in Italy
by translating works of the Provengal writers Aubanel and Roumanille.

He was active in the cultural sphere, maintaining correspondence with prominent
literary figures®, holding numerous conferences and writing on cultural events such as art
exhibitions. His literary production was vast. It encompassed poetry, short stories,
novels, plays, literary studies, criticism, prefaces and translations. His following was
equally vast, as can be seen by the many texts of criticism which appeared in newspapers,
journals and books*, both during his time of writing and subsequent to it.

His writing passed through various stages, initially Realist, then subject to a
religious crisis, followed by the fervour for the Félibrist movement, and finally entering a
poetic phase, stemming from an "osservazione tranquilla, amorosa, ingenua"”.

Di Giovanni was a writer who inspired admiration, from his own time of writing

through to modern day. Croce and Luigi Russo admired his Lu Puvireddu amurusu and

2 "Félibrige (occitano Felibri). Movimento fondato il 21.v.1854 in
Provenza da un gruppo di poeti della regione di Avignone {(J. Roumanille, F.
Mistral, T. Aubanel, [etc]) desiderosi di restituire alla lingua d'oc la sua

originaria bellezza e di ‘conservare alla nazione occitanica, per sempre, la sua
lingua, le sue usanze, 11 suo fascino, e tutto ci® che costituisce il suo
carattere nazionale' (Mistral)" (Luigi de Vendittis, Grande dizionario
enciclopedico UTEF VIII, UTET, Torino, 1987, p. 112).

3 nsi debbono altresi segnalare come recenti acquisizioni di pregio

. vanamente interessante, gli autografi lasciati da mons. Giuseppe Beccaria [...] e

quello non meno degno di nota e di studio che diligentemente raccolse il poeta e
felibrista Alessio Di Giovanni, mantenendosi in assidua corrispondenza con Verga
e De Roberto e con i pil noti letterati del primo Novecento, anche stranieri fra
cui i celebri fondatori di quella scuola poetica provenzale che si denomind
Félibrige, ossia Federico Mistral, il Roumanille e 1l'Aubanel” (Biblioteca
Comunale di Palermo, Accademie e biblioteche d'Italia, Anno XXIX, 12° Nuova
Serie, No. 1, Genn-Feb 1961, p. 130).

‘ In 1956, the journal Galleria dedicated the Sept-December edition to Di
Giovanni, including a detailed bibliography of his works and of criticism of
these. Another detailed list of texts by and on Di Giovanni is provided by F.
Puccio, La Sicilia di A.D., in Nuovi Quaderni del Meridione, XLIV (1873), pp-
446-453, (Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, 40, Istituto della enciclopedia
italiana G. Treccani, Roma, 1991, pp. 36-37).

Pier Paoclo Pasolini, Introduzione, Poesia dialettale del Novecento,
Guanda, Parma, 1952, pp. xxxi-xxxii).
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La morti di Iu Patriarca®. In 1923 Giuseppe Lipparini described him as "un artista
notevolissimo che senza iperbole si potrebbe anche chiamare grande" and his writings in
dialect "delle pit varie, ricche, piacevoli ch'io abbia letto mai"’.

In 1952 Pier Paolo Pasolini wrote that Di Giovanni had brought to Sicilian
culture "uno fra i pochi piccoli capolavori” [in his Lu fattu di Bbissana]®. In 1964 Nallo
Mazzocchi-Alemanni dedicated a book to Di Giovanni’; in 1983 Leonardo Sciascia
wrote "Di Giovanni & un poeta che possiamo ancora rileggere ed amare"'®. His writing is
still the subject of recent conference papers''.

Born on 11.10.1872 in Valplatani to Gaetano Di Giovanni (a folklorist) and
Filippa Guida, he remained throughout his life a fervent upholder of Sicilian folklore,
which he aimed at preserving in his works through the medium of dialect. He died on
6.12.1946'.

His best known works are 4 lu passu di Girgenti (1902), Lu puvireddu amurusu
(1906), Scunciuru (1908), Gabrieli lu carusu (1910), La morti di lu Patriarca (1920),
L'arte di Giovanni Verga (1920). His profound belief in the importance of dialect in a

literary work is a vein that runs through his entire literary production. He often

6 Giorgio Santangelo, "Il francescanesimo nell'opera di Alessio Di

Giovanni”, in Silvio Pasquazi (ed.), San Francesco e 1l francescanesimo nella
letteratura italiana del Novecento Bulzoni, Roma, 1983, p. 267.

7 "Alessio di Giovanni e la Prosa dialettale”, Passeggiate, Firenze,
Vallecchi, 1923, pp. 193-200.

8- Op.cit., p. XXx.

° L'anima del latifondo siciliano nella poesia di Alessio Di Giovanni, S.

Sciascia Editore, Caltanissetta-Roma, 1964.
10 "Verga e la memoria", Cruciverba, Einaudi, Torino, 1983, p. 150.
Sciascia was referring to a story by Verga, "La chiave d'oro", which Di Giovanni
had translated into dialect and published in 1923.

efr. Giorgio Santangelo, op.cit.

12 Dizionario biografico degli Italiani Treccani, cit.; Achille Mango
(ed.), Teatro siciliano, E.S.A., Palermo, 1861, pp. 11-12; Grande enciclopedia
Vallardi, Vol. V., Vallardi, Milano, 1963, p. 318; . Enciclopedia italiana,

Istituto della enciclopedia italiana, vol. XII, 1950, p. 841; Galleria, sett-
dic. 1956, pp. 346-362; F. Puccio, "Appendice bibliografica”, La Sicilia di
Alessio Di Giovannj in Nuovi Quaderni del Meridione, XLIV, 1973, pp. 446-453
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criticized the use of Italian instead of Sicilian in / Malavoglia, in 19025, in 1920 in a
letter to Verga'* and the same year in his L'arte di Giovanmi Verga".

The group of letters written by Messina to Di Giovanni provides additional
information on the writer, her personal life and her approach towards her art. The letters
describe her outlook and perceptions in greater depth than do her letters to Verga. They
are written in the main from 1920 onwards - the point at which the letters to Verga stop
- and reflect a more mature Messina who has begun to write her major works and to
enjoy a greater participation in the literary sphere of her epoch.

The epistolary relationship with Di Giovanni is important because it bears witness
to the activity of two prolific Sicilian writers operating on the margins of the Italian
literary scene, intersecting, at times interacting with mainstream literary influences
(Verga, Pirandello, Pascoli).

Sicilian dialect, central to Di Giovanni's work, finds its echo in Messina's
evocation of the common folk (specifically in her short stories) and in the use of
vernacular expressions that she uses liberally in them.

Ihe use of dialect which she supports so passionately in her letters to Di
Giovanni (and in her review of Di Giovanni's La morti di lu Patriarca) can be seen to be
tied to a profound attachment to her native land and to a strong patriotic sentiment. This

is also explicatory of her use of the Verist style of writing in her works: a style which

13 wporse verso il 1902 [...] quando 1l poeta dialettale Alessio Di
Giovanni aveva stampato una collana di sonetti A lu passu di Girgenti, e in
riferimento al desiderio del Di Giovanni che anche I Malavoglia fossero stati
scritti o almeno tradotti in lingua siciliana, il Verga scriveva al Capuana:
'...11 bravo poeta Di Giovanni scrivendo ccu la parrata girgintana non si fa
capire da nessuno comu si avissi scrittu turcu; precisamente voi, io e tutti
quanti scriviamo non facciamo che tradurre mentalmente il pensiero in siciliano,
se vogliamo scrivere in dialetto; perché il pensiero nasce in italiano nella
nostra mente malata di letteratura, secondo quello che dice vossia, e nessuno di
noi, né voi, né io, né il Patriarca San Giuseppe riesce a tradurre in schietto
dialetto la frase nata schietta in altra forma” (Luigi Russo, p. 323).

L Malavoglia sono sempre un capolavoro [...] Ma io spesso li prendo in
mano, me ne traduco per conto mio [...] E sono costretto a rammaricarmi: - Ah!
se il Verga avesse scritto in siciliano!" (Di Giovanni to Verga, Letter 6.6.1920,
archive shelf code Ms.U.239.2628, Biblioteca Regionale Universitaria di Catania).

15 nge Giovanni Verga [...] avesso scritto in puro siciliano i Malavoglia e

gran parte delle Novelle rusticane, certo egli non solo avrebbe dato al
linguaggio dei suoi avi uno splendore di suprema, imperitura bellezza, ma la sua
arte avrebbe attinta anch'essa la perfezione suprema” (op.cit, Sandron, Palermo,
1920, p. 24).
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evokes the reality of the individual regions of Italy. From Messina's first letters to Di
Giovanni emerges the common bond formed by the love of dialect: a bond strengthened
by its isolation amidst the long-reigning controversy surrounding the use of dialect in
literature'®. Verga had defied the boundaries of "official” literature'’ by adapting his

"8 whilst remaining still in the confines of

style to express a personal "intuizione lirica
Italian. Di Giovanni's desire to see major literary texts written exclusively in Sicilian
dialect and using its traditional meters, was therefore not a widely shared one'.
Contemporary critics assessed this aspect negatively™.

Messina never adhered to the rigid purist ideals of Di Giovanni in her own
writing. The method she used to incorporate dialect into her works was that which

Croce defined as "letteratura dialettale riflessa"?!. This meant that she inserted dialect

16 Luigi Russo wrote in 1933 of the tenacity of the prejudice against
dialect literature: "Il pregiudizio della incapacita o almeno della inferiorita
poetica del dialetto, & vero, & stato abbattuto in Italia, per ardire di poeti e
geniale spregiudicatezza di filosofi, ma nella coscienza dei pil, esso & stato
abbattuto solo formalmente [;] il generico universalismo letterario, abbattuto
nella storia in re della nostra letteratura, é& rimasto pur come pregiudizio
critico latente, il quale salta fuori quelle volte che uno di cotesti artisti
dialettali o d'ispirazione provinciale si offre, con 1l'opera sua, alla
discussione”" (pp. 14-15).

17 "L'autorizzazione letteraria dell'uso del dialetto, o, a dir meglio, il
suo riscatto dalle forme e dai generi ‘'subalterni', in cui esso era stato
tradizionalmente relegato, e per di pilt in un momento di vera e propria
'restaurazione' linguistica e letteraria, fra classicismo carducciano ed avvento
dell'artificiosa avventura dannunziana, &, si sa, merito del Verga" (Alberto Asor
Rosa, "La lingua del Verga tra mimesi dialettale e realismo critico", Il caso
Verga, Palumbo, Palermo, 1972, p. 89).

18 Russo, p. 280.

_ 13 The controversy over dialect literature ~still prevailed throughout the

first four decades of the 20th century. Croce supported dialect and popular
poetry by refuting "ogni differenziazione", "ogni possibile dualismo”" from
"poesia d'arte”; however his own aesthetic ideals constituted a threat for
popular poetry. Fascist culture too suppressed popular poetry with its "coazione
anti-popolare e anti-regionale" (Pier Paolo Pasolini, Canzoniere italiano, Vol.
I, Garzanti, Milano, 1972, pp. 19-21); the period 1922-1943 was an "occasione
perduta, per la poesia dialettale” (Pier Paolo Pasolini, Poesia dialettale del
Novecento, cit, p. xcvi).

2% sciascia called A.D.G.'s desire "quasi polemico" (op.cit, p. 150);
Mario Sansone pointed to Di Giovanni's "assurda pretesa di conservatorismo
campanilistico” in criticising Giovanni Meli for using the meters of aulic poetry

of the continent ("Relazioni fra la letteratura italiana e le letterature
dialettali",in A. Viscardi (ed.) Letterature comparate, Marzorati, Milano, 1948,
p. 291); Pasolini saw A.D.G.'s love for his native language as leading to

"eccessi ingiustificati” (op.cit, 1952, p. xxxii).
21 Using Croce's terminology, Mario Sansone describes the difference within
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terms where it suited her in order to add local colour. All the same, in her review of La
morti di lu Patriarca she supports Di Giovanni's principles and states that he should not
even have provided an Italian translation of his short story. In this sense, perhaps in
order to court Di Giovanni's approval, Messina expresses purist principles.

The first two letters, dated 23 July 1910 and 29 June 1912, relate to the period
during which Messina, aged 22-24, lived in Ascoli Piceno and then Arezzo with her
parents. This pre-First World War phase was the time when Messina was beginning to
write and publish her first short stories. She wrote little about herself in these first letters
to AD.G”. By contrast this same phase saw an abundance of letters to Verga®,
expressing her apprehensions and insecurities regarding her nascent career. In the 1910
card to AD.G.* Messina stresses the importance and beauty of Sicilian dialect in
literature; this is perhaps Messina's way of seeking to create a stronger bond between Di

Giovanni, an older more established writer, and herself, a young writer only starting out.

The reference made by Messina in the 1912 postcard to Di Giovanni's
"desiderio", probably that she send work to the journal I/ Solco, one to which he ofien
contn'bﬁted, is a sign of Di Giovanni's appreciation of Messina's writing.

After the postcard of 1912 there is a silence until the letter of 2 April 1920. It is
clear that during this gap the two writers had maintained their correspondence, but these
letters are missing.

Between 1912 and 1920 Messina has published stories (I violino di Sandro,

dialect literature types: "Diciamo letteratura dialettale spontanea quella in
cui il dialetto & usato senza la coscienza della sua dialettalitd, come
linguaggio spontanec e nativo, che non sa e non vuol distinguersi dalla lingua
d'arte e nazionale, mentre diciamo letteratura dialettale riflessa quella in cui
il dialetto & usato - avendo ben presente la nozione di lingua letteraria - per
fini particolari d'arte o per particolari esigenze espressive" (Ibid, pp. 268-
269. Sansone cites from Croce, "lLa letteratura dialettale riflessa, la sua
origine e il suo ufficio storico", in Uomini e cose della vecchia Italia,
Laterza, Bari, 1948, pp. 223-226).

22 "A.D.G" refers to Alessio Di Giovanni.

23 In the same period 1910-1912, Messina writes 7 letters to Verga, as can
be read in G. Garra Agosta,Un idillio letterario inedito verghiano pp. 27-36.

24 It is clear in the 1910 letter that the correspondence Messina-A.D.G.

began some time before. However, the earlier letters are missing from the
collection.
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Luciuzza) in journals; two books for children (Pirichitto, Cenerella) and. a collection of
short stories (Le briciole del destino) - making the acquaintance of one of Italy's best
woman writers, Ada Negri.

Di Giovanni has published the play, Mora! mora! (1915); the book La poesia
d'un solitario (Palermo, 1913); has held the lectures Federico Mistral (Palermo, 21 May
1914) and Caterina Percoto (Palermo, 7 April 1918); has translated G. Roumanille's
Racconti provenzali (Palermo, Sandron, 1913), and has written articles on art exhibitions
for various newspapers® .

The letters numbered 3 to 11 cover the period from 2 April to 6 October 1920.
In the first letter of this period Messina is living in Naples. The family has been there
since 1916 and was previously in Trani, following their move from Arezzo.

The first letter in this group, speaking of A.D.G.'s lecture, Caterina Percoto,
reminds us again of the importance of dialect for the two writers. Messina's interest in
the Lombardo-Venetian writer's work stems undoubtedly from Percoto's use of Friulian
dialect in her novels and stories. It is to be recalled that Verga himself was inspired by
Percoto®. Messina's interest in the use of dialect as a means to evoke the spirit of
peasant life shows a common thread that runs through literature from the north of Italy
to the southernmost island”’.

In the period marked by the four letters numbered 12 to 16, dating from 6
November 1920 to 27 July 1921, Messina describes the tortuous path to publication
followed by the review she wrote of Di Giovanni's La morti di lu Patriarca. She vainly
attempted to have the article published by Orma in Naples, a journal with which she was
already familiar. Reviews of her work had appeaféd in it on several occasions.
Subsequently she submitted the article to Ansia, a journal based in Girgenti (now

Agrigento). The article was finally published in this journal on 1 February 1921. It is

3 Information fromGalleria, sett.- dic. 1956, pp. 346-352.
26 Alberto Asor Rosa, Il caso Vergg p- S4.

27 Arnaldo Di Benedetto, "Caterina Percoto", La letteratura italiana:
storia e testi, 8.1. I1 Secondo Ottocento, Laterza, Roma-Bari, 1975, pp. 117-
118.
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almost identical to the manuscript®®.

The letters of this period are invaluable since they indicate reviews of her work
which otherwise might have remained in obscurity. The reference to the Messaggero
Egiziano is a useful historical point, recalling the Italian community which was active and
flourishing in Egypt, supporting a broad cultural network and well-established publishing
industry.

During this period, in 1921, Messina's father died. Following his death she and
her mother would sustain the pattern of nomadic existence they had always led: they
would move back to Arezzo, then to Tavarnuzze, to Florence, to Capostrada, near
Pistoia and finally to Pistoia itself.

The letters numbered from 17 to 24 cover the period from 21 October 1921 to 1
December 1923. Messina's letters are scarce and far apart - possibly many are missing -
and bear the trace of her encroaching weakness. Nonetheless, her work continued even
in her periods of despair showing that despite her burdens, she maintained an active
interest in the creative process. Her frenetic moves indicate perhaps an attempt to shake
off the illness by moving house. In Tavarnuzze Messina makes the acquaintance of the
Lombroso-Ferrero family, living in the Tuscan countryside®.

In Letter no. 22, dated 27 December 1922, we learn of this social tie with
important connotations for Messina's cultural background, literary formation and
influence. Messina mentions her friendship with Gina Lombroso Ferrero, daughter of the
renowned criminologist/ anthropologist Cesare Lombroso and wife of Guglielmo Ferrero
(disciple of Lombroso). Lombroso Ferrero was herself a writer, with a degree in
medicine, closely involved in her father's research and author of numerous works
expounding his theories™.

Messina mentions also Leo Ferrero, Gina's son. The reference signals Messina's

2% n transcript of the manuscript can be found in the Appendix, bearing
indications to the few alterations found in the printed article.
29 Cfr. Gina Lombroso Ferrero, Lo sbhoccio di una vita, Frassinelli, Torino,
1935, passim.

30 The Criminal Man according to Cesare Lombroso, Putnam, New York, 1910;

L'uomo alienato di Cesare Lombroso ricostruito dalla figlia, "Biblioteca
Antropologia criminale”, Bocca, Torino, 1913.

145



awareness of the important intellectual - and antifascist - circles in Florence and Turin in
this period, of which Leo was an active member.

In 1922 Leo Ferrero was 19 years old and already a prodigious intellectual and a
promising young writer. As a youth he had been president of the "Lega latina della
Gioventi”. In 1926 he collaborated in the founding of the journal Solaria®. In addition,
he was closely involved with the Italian-based La Chimére. He was one of the "Dieci", a
theatrical group formed around Pirandello. His and his father's anti-fascist sentiments led
to their ostracism and eventual exile to Paris and Geneva. Leo died in 1933 in a car
accident in America. After his death his works fell into gradual obscurity®>.

A space of four years ensues after the letter dated 1 December 1923, but from the
contents of Letter no. 25, dated 2 February 1927, it is evident that correspondence
between the two writers was not interrupted. In this interim, Messina's work output had
slowed considerably, possibly explained by her increasing weakness. Meanwhile, from
Tavarnuzze she and her mother had moved to Florence. They moved twice in a year,
transferring from Via del Gelsomino 49 to Via Leonardo Ximenes 23 in February 1925.
Their circumstances were straitened; often Messina had to beg her publishers for
advance payments in order to live. By October 1926 Messina was living in Capostrada,
Pistoia, hoping to find a cure. |

During this time, in 1926, Messina published Le pause della vita, her penultimate
novel. It was the only work published between 1923 and 1927, besides Storia di buoni
zoccoli, which had been written several years earlier.

The final letter from Messina, dated 8 January 1940, Pistoia, was written four

years before her death. It is a sad testimony not only to her total physical incapacitation

31 See Giorgio Luti, Cronache letterarie tra le due guerre 1920/1940,
Laterza, Bari, 1966, pp. 98-100, for a description of Leo's important role in
establishing policy of the journal.

32 See Gina Lombroso, Lo sboccio di una vita, Frassinelli, Torino, 1935;
Anne Kornfeld, La figura e 1l'opera di Leo Ferrero, Gutenberg, Povegliano
Veronese, 1993. Listed works at the BNF are: Angelica. Dramma satirico, 1946;
Appunti sul metodo della Divina Commedia, del dramma, dell'’arte classica e
decadente, 1940; Le catene degli anni: Poesie e pensieri fra i venti e
ventinove anni, 1939; La chioma di Berenice, Le campagne senza Madonna, 1924;
Comédie italienne, 1935; Désespoirs. Poémes en prose. Priéres. Pensées, 1937;
Diario di un privilegiato sotto il fascismo, 1946, Leonardo Da Vinci ou l'oceuvre
d'art, 1929; Meditazioni sull'Italia. Letteratura e politica, 1939; Paris
dernier modele de 1'Occident, 1932; Il ritorno di Ulisse. Drammi, 1941; Il
segreto dell'Inghilterra 1944.
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(she could no longer even hold a pen and had to dictate to her helper) but also to her

isolation and alienation from the literary world. Her bitterness and loneliness are patent.



(1]
[card]

Ascoli Piceno 23 luglio 1910

Egregio Sig. Di Giovanni

O’ letto "Scunciuru™ e sto leggendo "Gabrieli lu carusu™ le cui scene
s'incalzano con drammatica e pittoresca evidenza. lo ammiro tanta ricchezza di colori
e di poesia!

Ma é veramente peccato che tanta bellezza non debba esser goduta anche qui,
in continente, dove il nostro dialetto a suono e espressione di lingua straniera!

Ringraziandola del dono’ gentilissimo e gradito, ricambio i buoni auguri.

Maria Messina.

: Messina is referring to Di Giovanni's play Scunciuru: Dramma siciliano,
Barravecchia, Palermo, 1908; also published by Stabilimento dell'Impresa
Generale d'Affari e Pubblicitd, and by Maraffa BAbate, in 1908. The play was
reviewed by Felice D'Onufrio, "Un dramma siciliano"”, Giornale di Sicilia,
7.VII.1908; Saverio Fino, "Scunciuru", Momento, Torino, 22.IX.1909; Giovanni
Filipponi, "Scunciuru", Vela latina, Napoli, maggio 1914; Gage (Antonio Cervi},
"Scunciuru", Il Resto del Carlino, Bologna, 25.VIII.1914. (Galleria, sett.dic.
1956 pp. 353-362).

Messina refers to Di Giovanni's play Gabrieli, lu carusu: Dramma
siciliano, Marraffa BAbate, Palermo, 1910. The play was reviewed by G.
Tamburello, "Gabrieli lu carusu", Critica nova, Palermo, agosto 1910; Giuseppe
di Rosa, "L'arte dialettale", I diritti della scuola, Roma, 19.II.1911 and 30.IV.
1911; Giovanni Comandé, "Gabrieli lu carusu"L'’Ora, 10.XI.1911.

Messina must be referring to the gift of the play, Gabrieli lu carusu,
which had just been published in 1910.
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[2]

[postcard]

Arezzo 29 giugno 1912

Egregio Sig. Di Giovanni

Il molto tempo trascorso fra diverse occupazioni, non mi a fatto dimenticare il
Solco® e la Sua gentile, graditissima richiesta. Con molto piacere soddisfero il Suo
desiderio dopo avere ricevuto un cenno di risposta che mi dica quando potro mandare
qualche mio lavoro alla direzione.

Cordialmente

Maria Messina

* Messina is referring to the literary journal Solco, based in Palermo.
Di Giovanni described the journal to Verga as "un'importante rivista letteraria
palermitana che si propone la rivendicazione degli ingegni siciliani" (A.D.G.'s
Letter to Verga dated 3.8.1917, archive shelf code Ms.U.239.2624). It appears to
have been dedicated mostly to the publication of dialect and felibrist writings,
judging from the articles of Di Giovanni's published in it, listed by Galleria.
Copies of Il Solco at Italy's main municipal and university libraries (Florence,
Rome, Palermo, Catania) were lost over the years in floods and earthquakes, and
can no longer be traced. Repertories of journals contain no reference to it, and

searches via Internet were fruitless.
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[3]

[postcard]

Napoli. Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201.
2 aprile 1920.

Egregio Amico.

Grazie di "Caterina Percoto™. Avevo letto gran bene di questo Suo lavoro che
desideravo conoscere®. Io le ricambio il caro dono con "Primavera senza sole” che
esce adesso. Le piace?

Cordialmente

Maria Messina

> Di Giovanni gave a conferenza titled Caterina Percoto, published at Noto

by G. Di Giovanni in 1919, and in "L'Ora" on 11.12.1928.

® Messina could have read these reviews: G. Brognoligo, "Caterina Percoto

di A.D.G.", Rassegna critica, Napoli, 1914; Giovanni Polizzi, "La conferenza
sulla Percoto di A.D.G.", Piccolo, Palermo, 21.IV.1918. The most likely article
to have been read by her (published by a journal to which she often contributed)
was by Oreste Trebbi, "Caterina Percoto”, L'Italia che scrive, ottobre 1919, Anno
II, No. 10, p. 111. This describes the conference as "intelligente propaganda di
tutto cid che offre di meglio l'arte paesana, rivelatrice amorosa delle attraenti
e suggestive particolarita regionali [ ] facendo risaltare i pregi di freschezza
e di sinceritd che la nobilitano e la rendono ancora piena d'interesse”.

Messina refers to her first novel for adults, Primavera senza sole,
published by Giannini, Napoli, in 1920.

150



[4]
Napoli 12 giugno 1920

Egregio Amico

Non ¢ ricevuto "La morti di lu Patriarca™ e me ne dispiace. Se mi fosse pervenuta,

l'avrei almeno ringraziata. Potro averne un'altra copia? Sara per me un vero
godimento conoscere un Suo nuovo lavoro. E in siciliano, poi! Glie ne parlero, e Le
diro che penso dell'uso del dialetto.

"Caterina Percoto” non I'0 soltanto letta; 10 riletta, sebbene abbia poco
tempo. Queste pagine, cosi vibranti di poesia’’ e pur cosi misurate, sono le foglie di
una ghirlanda degna delle alte virti di Caterina"’.

Grazie del giudizio"? che mi da per "Primavera". Io ero certa che Ella avrebbe
compreso la mia Orsola’’! Ringrazi per me la Sua Signora e la Sua Signorina'* che
anno amato la storia della dolce innamorata senz'amore.

® Di Giovanni's novel La morti di lu Patriarca was published by Travi, in

Palermo, in 1920.

Messina 1is again referring to the lecture on Caterina Percoto held by

A.D.G

10 This is one of many similar passages in which A.D.G. describes Percoto's
prose: "essa poté scrivere delle pagine d'una freschezza, d'una semplicitd rara
[...] vi raggiunge tale freschezza e sveltezza e luminosa novitd d'immagini da

darti l'impressione del passaggio improvviso d'un branco tumultuoso di allodole,
che, trillando giciosamente, e battendo, senza posa, le ali salgono, salgono, con
un guizzare e un frullare continue, instancabile, vertiginoso, in alto, sempre
pil in alto, nel cielo infinito, dov'e tutta una gioia, un fulgore, una gloria
d'azzurro e di sole" (Caterina Percotg Noto, 1919, pp. 22-23).

11 caterina Percoto {1812-1887), of Lombard origin, wrote of the country
folk of the Veneto area, sometimes in dialect (Croce's 'letteratura dialettale
spontanea’'), sometimes in Ttalian but using dialect terms to render her writing
more expressive ('letteratura dialettale riflessa'). "Nella scrittrice friulana
riappare il motivo della contrapposizione ricchi-poveri, che con una serie di
facili equazioni diviene quella cittd-campagna, artificio-natura, wvizi-virtu:
chiara l'ereditd romantica” (Roberto Bigazzi, I colori del vero, Nistri-Lischi,
Pisa, 1969, pp. 25-26). Messina's work (notably, Le pause della vita), while no
longer romantic,. reflects especially the first equation.

12Evidently another letter is missing from the collection, one in which
A.D.G. comments on Messina's novel,Primavera senza sole

13 . . ,
Orsola is the protagonist ofPrimavera senza sole

1 Unfortunately, there are no details of A.D.G.'s family available for
scrutiny. No biographies refer in detail to his family (such as that by N.
Mazzocchi-Alemanni), and the Municipality of Palermo does not possess his details
or those of his family.
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Vorrei mandarle "Alla deriva””. Ne aspetto qualche copia da Milano'®,
Non sapevo che Lei avesse una figliuola. Come si chiama? Me la faccia
conoscere.

Una mia fotografia? Gliela mando. Ma ad un patto: che Ella me la ricambia
con una Sua.

Cordialmente

Maria Messina.

135 Messina's Alla deriva was published by Treves, Milano, in 1920.

'® From this letter we deduce that the book was in the process of being
published, or had just been published, and Messina had not yet received the final
samples from Treves. BAs will soon be read, the book would shortly be reviewed in
the June edition ofOrma magazine, one of the first to talk of the novel.
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[5]

[postcard - postmarked Napoli Ferrovia 15.6.1920]

Le avverto che, dopo avere impostata la mia lettera, ricevo "La morti di lu Patriarca”.
Vorrei leggerlo subito, ma sono sopraffatta dal lavoro'” (sapesse quante noie!) e le Sue
pagine vogliono qualche ora veramente raccolta. Spero di essere presto piu libera.
Grazie intanto, e auguri auguri fraterni alla Sua nobile arte e alla Sua sicilianita.

Maria Messina.

7 In 1920 the only other work published by Messina was I figli dell'uomo
sapiente. However, in 1921 she published Personcine, Ragazze siciliane, Il

galletto rosso e blu, La casa nel vicolo, and Il guinzaglio:
most likely to have been working on these already in June 1920.

therefore she was
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[6]
Napoli 26 giugno 1920

Ottimo Amico

O' dedicato ieri il mio primo pomeriggio di riposo a "La morti di lu Patriarca”. E
stamattina, nell'alba, affacciandomi al balcone che s'apre sulle luminose campagne del
Vomero, mi pareva di scorgere, in mezzo al verde, la tunica azzurra del Patriarca che
andava - benedicente - oppresso dal piccolo fardello di peccatucci, cosi grave alla sua
anima ingenua....."* Nella luce chiara dell'alba, 6 pensato a qualche fioretto di San
Francesco”, a certe poesie del Pascoli.....”°

Che dirLe? Io non sono un critico che possa formulare "giudizi". Solo Le
confesso che assai di rado, in questi ultimi tempi, 0 provato una emozione cosi intensa
come ieri, leggendo la semplice e grandiosa storia del Patriarca; troppi poetucci, oggi,

18 Messina is referring to the episode in which Zio Paolo, the Patriarch of
the title, having dreamt that he was denied access to Paradise, heads for the
confessor, oppressed by the sins he has committed throughout his life.

19 gix years later A.D.G. would in fact translate into Sicilian I Fioretti
di San Francesco (Fratelli Corselli, Palermo, 1926). In 1906 he had published Lu
puvireddu amurusu: poema francescano (Sandron, Palermo}. Since then he had
been considered an exponent of Franciscan values and was reviewed by critics in
this regard: A. Cappelletti, Un poeta francescano di Sicilia, Sandron, Palermo,
1907; V.E. Di Giovanni, Poesia francescana, Marraffa-Abate, Palermo, 1910; E.
Battaglia, Amor che spira: San Francesco di Assisi, Casa Ed. Lega, Milano, 1921,
pp. 135-139.

2OMany writers before and after A.D.G alsc represented to varying degrees
the principles expounded by St Frances of Assisi: Dante, Manzoni, Carducci,
Fogazzaro, D'Annunzio, Gozzano, Dino Campana, Ungaretti (Silvio Pasquazi, ed. San
Francesco e 11 francescanesimo nella letteratura italiana del Novecento, cit.,
passim); Pascoli's art, in particular, is "modellata su ideali campestri e su un
raccoglimento che predispone all'ascolto delle voci di dentro e di quelle della
natura, amata, fin nelle sue particelle piu elementari” (Gianni Oliva,
M"Medievalismo e francescanesimo nell'estetismo italiano”, p. 51, in Silvio
Pasquazi).
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snervati e disillusi, mettono in maschera la poesia, credendo di rinnovarla’’.

Le Sue pagine (ispirate dall'amore per le cose e per le creature) appartengono
alla Poesia, sebbene scritte in prosa®.

E’ buona l'idea di avere tradotto la novella nello stesso libro (pur essendo, il
nostro dialetto, intraducibile); cio servira a interessare coloro che non vogliono
ancora comprendere quanto la nostra parlata sia ricca ed espressiva. Q' detto: non
vogliono®,

Perche noi siciliani leggiamo i dialetti di tutte le regioni?

Ma il torto non é solo di coloro che non vogliono: La Sicilia & pochi poeti®*, e
pochissimi ne a i quali si curino di rivelare - come fa Lei - la gentilezza dei costumi e
del linguaggio siciliani™.

2 Messina, in this comment, reveals her particular ideological basis,
rooted in classical literary currents of an earlier age. In this respect, by not
seeking to understand "dall'interno il dramma dell'intellettuale borghese" and by
dismissing the new poets with "etichettature 1liquidatorie”, she risks
‘'misunderstanding' contemporary poetics, as Romano Luperini warns. The poets of
the the 1910s and 1920s (Ungaretti, Sbarbaro, Rebora, Boine, Michelstaedter,
Gozzano, Govoni, Corazzini, Moretti, Palazzeschi, Slataper, Jahier, Soffici,
Papini) were poets who, "fioriti in questo breve volger di anni, [ ] hanno saputo
vivere sino in fondo questa crisi di sbandamento e di trapasso, non si sono
chiusi al riparo di un 'sistema' o di un dogma, ma si sono affidati allo
sperimentalismo e alla disponibilita della ricerca"”. They must be understood
"non staticamente ma nella loro dinamica aperta al confronto con la realta
storica le varie posizioni” (Romano Luperini, "Il clima politico-culturale e le
riviste fiorentine"”, Gli esordi del Novecento e 1l'esperienza della 'Voce’,
Laterza, Roma-Bari, 1983, p. 10).

%2 Messina's comment reveals the influence of Croce's aesthetic principles,
despite her own Verist leanings and preference for sparsity and spareness in her
style of writing.

23 Here Messina refers to the controversy over dialect in literature, still
reigning and due to continue. One example of the anti-dialect stance can be seen
in one of the texts of criticism of Messina's own work: L'Ignota in "Cronache
letterarie” criticizes Messina at length for having drawn elements of language
and syntax from dialect speech, and expresses impatience with all those who write
in dialect: "Gia abbiamo ammesso le licenze toscane; quanto di veneto, di
napoletano, di siculo dobbiamo accettare? e perché non anche di genovese, di
milanese, di bergamasco? Ed & proprio vero che in italiano puro non si possa
dare egual vivacita e movimento allo stile?"” (La Donna, 5.III.1911, Anno VII, No.
149, p. 15).

24 Sicily's poets were: Mario Rapisardi, Antonio Aliotta, Eduardo Di
Giovanni, Tommaso Cannizzaro, Napoleone Colajanni, Giovanni Alfredo Cesareo
(Paclo Mario Sipala, "Una cosa nuova che la chiamavano 'sciopero’': 1ideologia e
letteratura nella Sicilia del primo Novecento”, Maurice Aymard and Giuseppe
Giarrizzo (eds.) Storia d'Italia, Le regioni dall'Unita a oggi. La Sicilia,
Einaudi, Torino, 1987, pp. 813-860). Alessio Di Giovanni cites Varvaro,
Barbiera, Emilio Raga, Pietro Bianco, Boner, Serafino Amabile Guastella, Emanuele
Navarro della Miraglia, Enrico Onufrio (in Studi critici su Giovanni Verga,
Bibliotheca Editrice, Roma, 1934, p. 57).

2> In A.D.G.'s prose he writes of the common people, their lives and their
customs. In La morti di lu Patriarca, for instance, the practice of electing a
Patriarch amongst the community is described.

Contrary to Messina's affirmation, there were quite a few poets of the late
Ottocento and early Novecento who wrote in Sicilian dialect. Among these were
Giovanni Meli, Nino Martoglio, Francesco Guglielmino, Vann'Antd, Ignazio Buttitta
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Continui, continui a scrivere in questa deliziosa "prosa narrativa™®. E pit che i

"foschi e dolenti zolfatai e i empi scontrosi villani" si fermi a osservare i "miti e
patriarcali agricoltori”.... Mettera una pennellata color di luce, nel nostro paesaggio.
Lei beato che vive in Sicilia e non sa come punga la nostalgia! Lei beato che
puo fare tanto bene all'isola bella, cosi mal conosciuta quassi!
Con schietta e profonda ammirazione

Maria Messina.
Le o spedito: una lettera, il ritratto e una cartolina. La prego di avvertirmi di avere

ricevuto anche questa lettera. Siamo in tempi cosi disordinatil”’ Si ricordi che aspetto
il Suo ritratto.

(Giacinto Spagnoletti, Storia della letteratura italiana del Novecento, Newton,

Roma, 1994, pp. 793-795). Nallo Mazzocchi-Alemanni mentions in addition Saru
Platanla, Nino Pappalardo, Francesco Trassari, Alessio Valore, Lorenzo Mineo
(op.cit., p. 59 notes). Pier Paolo Pasolini mentions Vincenzo De Simone,

Giuseppe Pedalino, G. Formisano, N. Gallina, L. Nicastro, V. Guarnaccia, Miano
Conti, Ugo Ammannato, Mimi Giusto, V. Esposito, G. Pisano, C. Molino (P.P.
Pasolini and Mario Dell'Arco (eds.), Poesia dialettale del Novecento, cit, pp.
XXxii-xxxvi).

%6 The intended genre of La morti di lu Patriarca is the novella or short
story, yet the narrative possesses the lyrical imagery, rhythms and meters of

poetry. For this reason, reflecting the influence of Croce's aesthetic
principles, Messina describes it as "prosa narrativa"” - not strictly poetry, but
neither the flatter discourse of narrative. (See her review of the story in

Appendix A, where samples of A.D.G.'s lyrical prose can be seen).

27 This particular period saw post-war Italy in the throes of profound
economic crisis and political instability. Mussolini was setting up his Fascist
party and preparing to take over the control of the government. Communist
parties were being founded, and 1919-1920 saw waves of strike action and
occupation of factories by workers, counteracted by Fascist squads (Massimo L.
Salvadori, L’eta contemporaneg vol. III, Loescher, Torino, 1990, pp. 340-359).
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[7]

Napoli Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201.
15 agosto 1920.

Egregio Amico

Le 0 mandato "Alla deriva™. Ma questo libro, come "Primavera”, non vuole
un'occhiata alla lesta. Vedra. Ella che a sentimento cosi fine sara fra i migliori lettori
della "inafferabile storia di Marcello™".

Grazie di volermi ricordare nella conferenza del 2 settembre™. Anche se non
puo attuare il Suo proposito, mi mandi, La prego, un estratto della celebrazione di
Giovanni Verga.

Mi interesso dell' opera del grande siciliano - che fino a qualche anno fa
conoscevo tanto poco!’’

Mi domanda dove sia nata? A Palermo™. Sono sicilianissima - di nascita di
abitudini di sentimenti. Adoro la Sicilia, dalla quale sono ora costretta a vivere
lontana, amareggiata dalla nostalgia®. Non sono insegnante.

® Messina's second novel, Alla deriva, was published by Treves, Milano, in
1920.

® Marcello is the protagonist of Alla deriva. This description of the
novel is not a quotation, but Messina's own interpretation.

© Messina is referring to the conference Di Giovanni gave, in actual fact,
on 5 September 1920, with the title "L'arte di Giovanni Verga", in the Sala "Di
Maggio” in Palermo, "ad iniziativa della societa siciliana per la storia patria”.
The conference was published as L'arte di Giovanni Verga, Sandron, Milano-
Palermo-Napoli, 1920.

! Messina does not mention that in fact she has been corresponding with
the "grande siciliano"” for eleven years! Her comment "che fino a qualche anno fa
conoscevo cosl poco” is relevant to the actual state of Verga's fortune during
the first decades of the 20th century, which were the formative years of
Messina's career: Verga was himself surrounded by silence, tormented by problems
both familial and professional (Paolo Mario Sipala, "Il silenzio di Verga nella
Catania di Martoglio", 1in Ideologia e letteratura nella Sicilia del primo
Novecento , cit., pp. 851-852).

2 Despite her affirmation of this fact, the municipality of Palermo has no
birth records or other documents pertaining tc Messina.

*3 Messina's constant reaffirmation of her love for her homeland appears to
be an attempt to justify her absence and to retain the approval of A.D.G., a
compatriot, who has demonstrated his patriotism by remaining in Sicily. Perhaps
the strongest bond between the two writers is their common provenance. Even
after her father's death, when she was ostensibly free to move wherever she
pleased and could have returned to Sicily, Messina remained in mainland Italy,
which makes her avowals of homesickness seem more pro forma than sincere.
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Ma é inutile parlare di me....

Piuttosto di Lei; del Patriarca: é il mio desiderio scrivere piit che mai una
recensione. Ma per ora non posso. Non posso per molti e diversi motivi, che é troppo
lungo spiegarLe. Abbia pazienza, per qualche mese ancora. Intanto mi mandi, La
prego, "Lu puvireddu amurusu™* e "A lu passu di Giurgenti"™’. Vorrei accennare a
questi lavori.

Li aspetto, dunque. E aspetto il Suo ritratto.

Salve!

Maria Messina

* pi Giovanni's ILu puvireddu amurusu, Poema francescano, was published by
Sandron, Palermo in 1906, and in a second edition by Trimarchi, Palermo, in 1926.
It was extensively reviewed: A. Cappelletti, Un poeta francescano di Sicilia,

Sandron, Palermo, 1907; Vincenzo Enrico Di Giovanni, Poesia francescana,
Maraffa-Abate, Palermo, 1910; Federico de Maria, "Poesia Francescana"”, in Vita
letteraria, Roma, luglio 1907; Gaetano Filipponi, "Lu puvireddu amurusu", in La
Sicile Illustrée, Palermo, Anno IV, no. IX-X, 1907; Stefano Gentile, "Lu
puvireddu amurusu”, in Sicilia Musicale, Palerme, maggio 1907; Iginio Alberto
Giuffrida, "Lu puvireddu amurusu" in L'Anima Italiana, Roma, 1.XII.1926;

Jolanda, "Lu puvireddu amurusu”, in La Verna, Rocca San Casciano, 13.V.1907;
Ottavio Profeta, "Lu puvireddu amurusu”, in La Lucerna, Ancona, gennaio 1928;
Amedeo Pugassi, "Un poema francescano”", in Oriente serafico, Assisi, maggio 1907;
Salvatore Salomone Marino, "Lu puvireddu amurusu”, in Archivio storico siciliano,
Palermo, n. 5, Anno XXXI, 1907;: G.M Zampini, "Lu puvireddu amurusu”, in La
rassegna nazionale, Firenze, 1.X.1907. (Obtained fromGalleria , cit.)

¥ pi Giovanni's A lu passu di Giurgenti (poemetto) was published by

Giannotta, Catania, in 1902. It is his "prima esperienza letteraria” (Teatro
siciliano, (ed.) Achille Mango (cit.) p. 12). It was reviewed by E.G. Parodi,
"A lu passu di Girgenti", Cultura, Roma, settembre 1902, and by G. Ragusa Moleti,
"Al passu di Girgenti"”, Ora, Palermo, 20-21 aprile 1922. (Information from

Galleria , cit.)
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(8]

[postcard]

Napoli. Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201.
10 settembre 1920.

Perché non mi manda i libri che la pregavo di mandarmi nella mia ultima lettera? E
non vuole farmi leggere la Sua conferenza del due settembre?

Cordialmente

Maria Messina.
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[9]

Napoli. 13 settembre 1920.

Eccellente amico

La Sua lettera é venuta ieri a fare festa al mio onomastico, come meglio non poteva.

Grazie di non aver dimenticato il mio nome nella conferenza; ma piu assai
grazie dell'aggettivo "originale” che sento di meritare™.

Si, Ella é stato il primo a parlare di me, nella mia citta natale, in solenne
occasione. La gioia che mi a data non potro mai dimenticarla. Quando altri parlera in
pubblico, dell'arte mia, non sara piti "la stessa cosa". Aspetto la conferenza completa e
la faro leggere a mio fratello. Fra i nomi, manca quello di Pirandello”. E’ forse citato
altrove? O forse, per l'indole della conferenza, non c'era posto per lui? In verita,
l'arte di Pirandello, cosi poco umana, cosi poco spontanea alcune volte, vuole uno
studio a parte®,

Sono proprio contenta della promessa di mandarmi presto da costi la Sua

36 In Di Giovanni's L'arte di Giovanni Verga (cit., p. 30) he cites Messina
amongst the writers who, like Verga, contributed towards depicting a "quadro
assal largo e svariato"” of their region: Luigi Capuana, Federigo De Roberto,
Emanuele Navarro della Miraglia, Attilio Barbiera, Pietro Bianco. He describes
Messina as "scrutatrice e pittrice, pensosa, vigorosa, originale, la Messina,
d'ignote, umili anime di donne, di solitari, di wvecchi, di bambini...".

3713y the 1920s Pirandello's art, originally Romantic, "post-verista" and
decadent in form and content, had changed (Spagnoletti describes three
fundamental stages in his writing career, p. 109) to reflect a new, modern,
experimental and existentialist base, perhaps not congenial to the fiercely
traditional Di Giovanni. Messina, more inspired by artists of the Nineteenth
century than by those of her own age, and with an underlying basis of Verism in
her own art, was alsc unlikely to appreciate the nature of Pirandello's work,
concerned not with reality but with appearance and the absurd; and for this
reason would comment that he merited "uno studio a parte”, disassociated as he
now was from the principles represented by the school of Capuana, Verga, De
Roberto.

38 Once again Messina's viewpoint bears strongly the stamp of Crocian
influence, in her attitude towards Pirandello's art. Several years earlier,
there had been a controversy between Croce and Pirandello: "Si trattava [ ] di
due collocazioni e di due giudizi storici, di due posizioni esistenziali opposte:

Croce affermava l'ottimismo della supremazia della ragione, della filosofia, e

dell'arte classica, armoniosa, liberamente nata dalla disinteressata
immaginazione dell'artista; Pirandello rovesciava questa posizione,
'classificava’ le espressioni artistiche, vi rintracciava atteggiamenti

riflessivi o sentimentali capaci di restituire l'immagine di un mondo disarmonico
contorto e sconnesso; un mondo che non si spiega con le categorie logiche [...]
Croce non poteva accettare il costante sberleffo pirandelliano alla ragicne
umana e l'affermazione della sua insufficienza a spiegare una condizione alienata
al mondo, alla societd e infine a se stessa" (Franca Angelini, "Luigi
Pirandello”, Il Novecento. Dal Decadentismo alla crisi dei modelli, Vol IX, Tomo
I, Laterza, Roma-Bari, 1976, p. 357).
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Jotografia. "Lu puvireddu" glie lo rendero e lo custodiro bene. Ma che peccato non
poterlo tenere! Chi sa se non mi riesce di trovarne una copia presso la libreria
Sandron di qui! Tentero di nuovo.

"Primavera” e "Alla deriva” sono andati bene®. A’ letto qualche recensione su
giornali e rassegne "non siciliane”? Dico cosi, con un certo stupore, perché la stampa
siciliana ¢ stata la sola a non occuparsi del mio piii recente lavoro®. "Alla deriva” a
avuto una recensione sul Times Literary Supplement del 5 agosto*'. In amicizia glie la
farei leggere; ma ['unica copia del giornale I'0 mandata I'altro ieri in prestito a mio
Jratello, e potro riaverla fra qualche mese. Il servizio postale fra Alessandria d'Egitto e
Napoli é sempre cosi lento!

Le auguro di cuore le buone vacanze, a cui a diritto, finalmente.

lo non 6 guardato un pezzo di carta per tutto il mese di agosto. Aria sole e
mare sono riusciti a ristorarmi, dopo un'‘atroce stanchezza.

Un po' a malumore sono tornata al lavoro, poiché debbo mantenere vecchi
impegni*’ - invece di scrivere buone cose. ~Goda Lei, adesso, un po' di riposo
completo.

Cordialmente
Maria Messina.

Se puo, mi mandi qualche quotidiano, che parla della cronaca della conferenza” s omi
sara caro serbarlo in ricordo.

3% At least 7 reviews were dedicated to these two novels in this period

(Borgese's review of Alla deriva was of 1923). (See Bibliography, texts of
criticism, for a list of these reviews).

40 . . .
Messina was in fact wrong about this, because at least two newspapers -

the Giornale di Sicilia and the Giornale dell'’Isola letterario - reviewed these
novels, as she will soon write.

1 1h the Times Literary Supplement of 5 August 1920, p. 502, appears a
review of Messina'sAlla derivg written by Orlo Williams.

2 In the light of the numerous works published the following year, 1921,
Messina must be referring to books already planned and agreed upon with her
publishers.

43 One review of the conference was by Arturo Pompeati, "L'Arte di Giovanni
Verga", Il Marzoccg 24.VII.1921.
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[10]

[postcard]

Napoli. Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201
30 settembre 1920.

O’ ricevuto i Suoi libri, tanto desiderati®, e o subito letto Iu puvireddu che mi a
ristorato I'anima. Che pura che soave poesia! O’ cercato dal Sandron® una copia del
poverello. Non ce n'e piu! E io debbo renderLe queste pagine, tanto sfogliate dalle
mani amorose di chi l'ebbe in dono. La prego, domandi ai Sandron, a Palermo. Ne
trovera almeno una, una sola, anche sciupata! Mi contentero.

E lei non pensa a ristamparlo?

Intanto abbia pazienza se tengo ancora qualche settimana il libro con me. Badi
che non o avuto il Suo ritratto. Si ricordi che me I'a promesso.

Cordialmente. Salve

Maria Messina

4 Cfr. Letter No. 7.

45 1n 1920 sandron's address in Naples was Via Tommaso Caravita 6.
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[11]

[postcard]

Napoli. Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201
6 ottobre 1920.

Il suo ritratto é nel mio studiolo. Grazie! E grazie delle buone parole che lo
accompagnano.

Cordialmente, con amicizia

Maria Messina.
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(12]
Napoli. 6 novembre 1920.

Egregio Amico

lo dimenticare il Patriarca?
O’ passato all'Orma®®, il 23 ottobre, il mio articolo®, il direttore non mi & ancora
scritto, e non so se uscira in novembre o in dicembre. Non volevo scriverLe pit, se non
le mandavo I'Orma. Ecco tutto. Ma la Sua lettera cordiale mi fa nascere l'idea di
donarle il manoscritto, in ricordo®.

Piccolo segno del godimento che o provato leggendo e rileggendo i Suoi libri.

Se vuole servirsene, per pubblicarlo anche in un giornale o in una rassegna
siciliana, lo pubblichi pure, senza aspettare oltre.

Mi pare inutile raccomandarLe, in tal caso, di fare ricopiare a macchina
l'articolo e di custodire Lei il ms.

Quanto alle recensioni su "Alla deriva” 6 avuto il Giorn. dell'Isola® letter. ma
mi pare di non aver veduto il Giornale di Sicilia®®. Mi fara piacere se me lo mandera.
Tanto "Primavera” quanto "Alla deriva” sono andati bene. Se ne ¢ occupato anche il
Supplemento letterario del Times, e il Messaggero Egiziano®': in Italia molte rassegne

16 Orma was a Jjournal dedicated to "lettere, scienze, arti™ established in
1918 in Naples by Dr Gennarc Giannini. It ran until 1920. Unfortunately, little
is known of its publishing basis and orientation; Giannini does not figure in
publishing repertories under his own name. Possibly, he was the son of Francesco
Giannini, owner of the printing establishment Giannini, Francesco & Figli,
founded in the late Nineteenth century in Naples and still active into the 1950s
{(Guida di Napoli 1915and Annuario di Napoli del 1959.)

47 The article to which Messina refers is her review of Di Giovanni's La
morti di lu Patriarca

48 Messina did in fact donate the manuscript to A.D.G.

“9 A review of Messina's Alla deriva appeared in the Giornale di Sicilia,
on 13/14 August 1920, by Benedetto Migliore, p. 2.

0 The Giornale dell'Isola letterario, Catania, published a highly praising
review of Messina's work (particularly, Alla deriva) by Alfio Berretta, on 4
October 1920, pp. 2-3.

31 Despite the importance of the Messaggero Egiziano 1in 1its day, no
libraries either in Egypt or in Italy possess copies of it. The daily newspaper
was founded in 1875 in Alexandria with the name "Messaggere Egiziano" and was
published regularly until the First World War, carrying "notizie di carattere

generale [ed] articoli™. Much space was dedicated to news of the "movimento
doganale del porto” and to the "Atti ufficiali ed alle inserzioni del R.
Consolato d'Italia”. Enrico Pompeo bought the Messaggere in 1908, "trasformadone

il carattere inizialmente commerciale, svecchiando la grafia della testata e
dando vita praticamente al nuovo quotidiano d'informazione Il Messaggero
Egiziano, che diresse sino al 1930, dimostrandosi se non l'unica, wuna delle
migliori penne d'Egitto. Successivamente il quotidiano venne acquistato dal
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e gazzette’. Ultimamente, su la N. Antologia, a parlato di Primavera il Prof.
Donadoni®. A’ letto?

Per ora non posso andare a vedere i quadri del Reina™: mi scusi. E' siciliano
il Reina?

Vuole Cenerelld’? Per mia fortuna ne 6 una copia e glie la mando con gran
piacere.

A proposito di copie, dica al Suo buon fratello che abbia pazienza se tengo
ancora un poco Lu puvireddu. Non mi é venuto il coraggio di staccarmi da questo
piccolo libro, sciupato dal tempo, che vale tanto di piii (non é un banale complimento
glie lo assicuro!) di tanti romanzi, nuovi fiammanti, che mi sono stati offerti in cortese
omaggio’ ‘.

L'indirizzo di Ada Negri é: Via Guastalla 3. Milano. Ma, perdoni la curiosita,
a che le serve l'indirizzo di Ada Negri?’’

Cordialmente
Maria Messina.

Fascio locale ed assunse il titolo di Giornale d'Oriente®. (Vittorio Briani, La
Stampa Italiana all'estero dalle origini ai nostri giorni, Istituto Poligrafico
dello Stato, Roma, 1977, pp. 167-168).

32 Amongst these appeared reviews in Orma itself, of Primavera senza sole
(May 1920) and ofAlla deriva (June 1920) (See Appendix).

=3 Eugenio Donadoni's review of Messina's Primavera senza sole appeared in
Nuova Antologiaon 16 October 1920, pp. 360-361.
54 "REINA, Calcedonio. -~ Pittore. N. a Catania il 4 febbraio 1842, m.
ivi il 10 novembre 1911. Il Reina fu un ingegno eclettico che, oltre alla

pittura nella quale eccelse tra i suoi contemporanei, coltivd anche, con finezza
e con successo, la letteratura e la poesia, riuscendo a affermarsi tra gli

scrittori meglio stimati dei suoi tempi. Della sua attivita artistica
ricordiamo: Il cieco Pompeiano; Suor Clara e il demonio; Una scena dell'89;
Accaduto nel coretto; Ada;, Amore e morte; E' Iui. Della sua produzione
letteraria meritano speciale menzione: I canti della Patria; Per la morte del

padre; Chiaroscuri,; Leggende reali; Dio; Vincenzo Bellini; Caronda e le sue
leggi; Voci dello spirito”.(Dizionario dei Siciliani illustri, Ciuni, Palermo, -
CXXIII - F - 145 n. 4, p. 387).

Alessio Di Giovanni wrote of the art of Calcedonio Reina in "L'Arte
all'Esposizione”, L'Amico del Popolo, Palermo, 7 January 1892. (Ref. in
Galleria, no. 5-6, sett-dic. 1956, p. 349).

35 Messina's first novel for <children, Cenerella, was published by
Bemporad, Firenze, in 1919.

3¢ These could have included Federico Tozzi's Tre croci, Bruno Cicognani's
Il figurinaio e le figurine, Bldo Palazzeschi's Due imperi ... mancati, all of
1920.

>’ Messina's comment betrays a touch of jealousy that her relationship with
A.D.G. might no longer be exclusive. Nevertheless, the poet may never have
written to Ada Negri in the end, since no letters of his are held in her archives
(communicated to me by Dr Laura De Matté, custodian of the Associazione "Poesia,
la Vita"”, Lodi, on 8.7.1996).
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[13]

[The letter is undated and lacking its envelope, so therefore without postal date stamp.
However the contents indicate that Messina is still writing in December 1920]

Egregio Amico

C'é un intoppo che mi secca assai: O’ saputo che I'Orma non si pubblica pin! O’
scritto al Giannini*, ed egli mi & risposto con grande cortesia ..... senza dirmi niente di
preciso: non mi avverte della inaspettata e precoce fine dell ‘Orma, non mi rimanda il
ms, non mi lascia libera, insomma, di stampare il mio articolo dove mi pare e piace.
Ora torno a scrivergli, e presto sapro qualche cosa. Forse il Giannini si propone di
inviare una nuova rassegna, coll'anno prossimo, e non puo ancora annunciarmela? In
ogni modo, mi conviene aspettare.

Intanto percheé non lo fa uscire Lei a Palermo? Se i giornali anno portato tutti
delle recensioni, non importa: questo ¢ un articolo. E poi, la pubblicazione in un
quotidiano di Sicilia non nuocera a quella in una rassegna d'altra regione.

Per ora sono tanto occupata" ? che non posso dedicare un pomeriggio a una gita
a Capodimonte® - Mi compatisca! Le spieghero poi.

Con i saluti pit: cordiali

M. Messina.

58 X . . ,
Dr Gennaro Giannini, as mentioned above, was the founder and director of
Orma.

39 Cfr. Letter No. 5, note no. 42, for the work Messina had in progress.

60 There is a famous museum at Capodimonte. It houses the work by
Calcedonio Reina, Il ragno del Chiostro(inv. 397 Pp.S. fotografia AFSBAS 45668) .

166



[14]

Napoli. 7 dicembre 1920

Ottimo amico

O’ ricevuto ieri sera le due copie della conferenza®, che o riletta con immenso
interesse. E'cosi calda e limpida la Sua prosa, e cosi vero quanto Ella dice!

Io 6 avuto molte noie col direttore dell'Orma® - che ¢ proprio morta, per non
risuscitare piu -: fra l'altro anno smarrito il ms. dell'articolo....

In questa bellissima citta, la tenacia dei propositi é una pianta che non cresce!
Troppo lungo raccontarle tutto.

In questo momento non posso fare niente altro, e La prego di accettare la mia
buona volonta, considerando I'amarezza che provo nel doverglielo dire!

Tanti buoni cordiali saluti

Maria Messina.

®1 Messina must have received the lecture which was published by Sandron,
Palermo, in November 1920. Originally she must have received from A.D.G. an
extract from his notes.

2 orma indeed closed its doors during this period, never to be

resuscitated.
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(15]

[postcard]

Napoli. Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201
17 aprile 1921.

Gli ultimi di marzo Le 6 mandato "La casa nel vicolo"™ e prima Le avevo spedito il

"Marzocco™ che parlava dell'articolo sul Patriarca pubblicato nell'Ansia®”. Ma da
Lei non 6 avuto un cenno. Ora imposto per dirle che faccio leggere il Patriarca a
intelligenti conoscenti, che ne sono entusiaste®. Certo deve farle piacere sapere che il
buon vecchio cammina anche qui per le verdi strade del Vomero. Il molto lavoro di
questi mesi e il cattivo tempo, mi anno impedito di recarmi a Capodimonte. Spero di
vedere ora i quadri del Reina. Una cordiale stretta di mano dall'amica lontana.

M. Messina.

63 Messiné’s La casa nel vicolowas published by Treves, Milano, in 1921.

4 The Florentine journal founded by Angiolo Orvieto in 1896 came to an end
in 1932. Messina's article was mentioned in Marzocco on 27 February 1921. From
this reference it appears that she may have subscribed to Marzocco, in addition
to La Donna, L'Almanacco della Donna Italiana, and A.D.D.I (Associazione
divulgativa donne italiane), the educational book circle founded by Gina Lombroso
Ferrero in about 1917.

63 Messina's article was published in Ansia, Girgenti, on 1 February 1921,
pp. 15-21. Ansia described itself as "rivista mensile di arte e filosofia”
(frontispiece of journal).

66 Unfortunately little is known of the company Messina frequented. A
useful hint would have been provided by her letters to Enrico Bemporad, when in
one of them she requested 10 copies of her book, Storia di buoni zoccolli e di
cattive scarpe to give to friends, and provided a list of these - which is
missing from the collection. (See Letter no. 25, 23/25 March 1926, Appendix A,

p. 209.)
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[16]

Vomero. 27 luglio 1921

Ottimo amico

Non potrei dire che le Sue parole mi abbiano portato conforto, ma posso assicurarle
che esse, cosi affettuose e sincere, mi sono riuscite di dolce sollievo.

La sventura ci a colpite in modo violento, affatto inaspettato”.

Era con noi, dopo cinque anni di attesa e di lontananza, la famiglia di mio
fratello®. Immagini Lei la nostra gioial Anche il mio povero papa, di indole chiusa,
era insolitamente festoso...

Non posso scriverle a lungo. Lo faro a pena l'abbattimento da cui sono
padroneggiata sara meno duro. Ma non voglio tardare a farle giungere un
ringraziamento. Mio fratello e la mamma che dnno tanto gradito le parole a loro
rivolte, si uniscono a me.

Io volevo rimandarle il Poverello - e - per non restare senza - avevo cominciato a
ricopiarlo a macchina. Una sorpresa che Le preparavo... La ricopiatura é rimasta Ii...
Chi sa quando ritrovero la forza di ripigliarla?

Cordialmente

Maria Messina.

7 Messina is referring to the death of her father on 13.6.1921.

®® salvatore Messina had been in Alexandria, Egypt, with his family.
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[17]

[postcard]

Arezzo. Villa Gianni - Federiga
23 ottobre 1921

Ottimo Amico.

Con un cordiale saluto, Le mando il mio nuovo recapito. Con la mamma - che ¢ stata
assai gravemente malata - sono in campagna. In una rustica piccola casa in mezzo agli
olivi - cari al Poverello” - ed ai sereni cipressetti”’ che danno, al paesaggio toscano,
una espressione particolare, una particolare raccolta gentilezza... Il mio piui ardente
desiderio é che qui la mamma ritrovi la salute ... E poi, desiderio pii timido, che io mi
riconcili col lavoro. Da quanto tempo non sono piu io... Da quanto tempo il dolore
grava su di me...

Cordialmente, con amicizia

M. Messina.

®9 Messina is evoking the beauty of nature dear to Saint Francis of Assisi
- Il Poverello - a recurring theme in Di Giovanni's work.

70 The cypress is a symbol of Franciscan love of nature, and can be found
as a motif in the work of another poet who held Franciscan values dear:
Carducci. In his poem, "Davanti San Guido”, "i cipressi, che come tutte le
piante delle fiabe e delle leggende mediterranee celano sotto la scorza del loro
tronco creature misteriose apportatrici di benessere [...] vanamente promettono
la quiete indifferente nel seno della natura” (Rosario Contarino and Rosa Maria
Monastra, Carducci e il tramonto del classicismo, Laterza, Roma-Bari, 1983, pp.
89-90) .
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[18]

Arezzo - La Federiga - 25 febbr. 1922

Eccellente amico

Si, molti mesi di silenzio anno preceduto la Sua cara lettera del 10: ma io non ¢ affatto
pensato male di Lei, glie lo assicuro. Mi sono dispiaciuta un pochino, questo si.
Percheé Ella avrebbe dovuto rispondere, sia pure con un rigo, alla mia cartolina, invece
di limitarsi a tenerla presente.....

Quella cartolina mi costo uno sforzo; cheé ero satura di dolore e non mi
occupavo di niente e di nessuno ....

Ma non voglio scriverle tristezze. Mi mandi qui "La Regione” col suo
"Profilo™". Stia sicura che non la lascero senza il mio recapito!

Non oso domandarle il capitolo del "Monacu"” neé il Poemetto” in prosa - che
desidero fortemente! - perché non posso ricambiarle il prezioso dono con le
pubblicazioni’ che Ella si duole di non avere ricevuto. Non ¢ una copia dei miei libri,
che le avrei mandato subito cosi volentieri! Le avrei offerto con tanto piacere "Il
Giardino dei Grigoli"” - il romanzo per fanciulli che mi é quasi piii caro delle novelle
per grandi. E pero spero solo dalla Sua generosita di avere il Poemetto... Spero
troppo?

"' It is uncertain as to what "profilo” Messina refers here; whether to a
"profilo” by A.D.G. or on him; no journals by the name "La Regione" appear to
correspond or coincide with this period, and none by this name is mentioned in
the detailed bibliography in Galleria. Most likely, A.D.G. had written to
Messina that he was writing a "profilo" of Tommaso Nediani, a Franciscan monk who
wrote many pieces on mysticism. Indeed, this theory appears to be held out by
the fact that in the following letters, Messina refers to a "profilo" of T.
Nediani, which was published by A.D.G. in March 1922, the following month.

2 The only work by A.D.G. that corresponds to this "Monacu” is a long poem
entitled "Lu frati”, of which by 1922 only one fragment had been published: "E
fra Grigoli torna” (Ansia, Girgenti, 1 April 1921). Subsequently another three
fragments were published in 1923, 1926 and 1927.fG4lleria p. 347).

"3 This "Poemetto"” must have been A.D.G.'s Poema di Padre Luca, published
in two instalments: "La seggia cu 1li vrazza" in the Corriere di Sicilia,
Palermo, 11.IV.1911, and "Lu pinseru chiusu", in L'Ora, Palermo, 10.XI. 1911 (F.
Puccio, La Sicilia di A.D.G, in Nuovi Quaderni del Meridione cit., p. 447).

" Messina must have sent A.D.G. copies of Ragazze siciliane, Personcine,
Il galletto rosso e blu, Il guinzaglio and La casa nel vicolo, all published the
previous year, 1921.

75 Messina's Il giardino dei Grigoli was published by Treves, Milano, in

1922.
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La mamma le ricambia cordialmente il Suo gradito saluto e con me Ja tanti
buoni e schietti auguri alla Fina e alla sua mamma. Fina é un bellissimo poetico

nome; e la dolce santa proteggera la Sua piccina’®.

Le stringo la mano con amicizia

M. Messina.

76 Perhaps inspired by the spirituality which pervades A.D.G.'s work,

Messina inserts into her letter a touch of religious sentiment.
might protect Fina might be Santa Rufina, whose day is 10 July.
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[19]

Tavarnuzze (Firenze) Villa Bometti
3 giugno 1922.

Ottimo amico

Ricevo la Sua cara e mesta lettera mentre aiuto la mamma a preparare le valige e
mentre mi disponevo a mandarle il nostro nuovo indirizzo, con una cartolina. Le scrivo
in lettera, ma sono costretta a fare ugualmente in fretta. Impostero alla stazione, prima
di partire. La Federiga é deliziosa, tutta verde e solatia: ma é troppo distante dalla
citta e troppo piena di disagi.

Vorrei stabilirmi a Firenze. Una buona amica’’ si ¢ interessata di trovarmi
casa, e per ora andiamo a Tavarnuzze 8

/79

Sono contenta che Ella verra a Firenze!”” Certo ci vedremo; che Tavarnuzze é

a una corsa di tram.

Ebbi le riviste coi suoi lavori®. Ero intenta a "pulire” un romanzo® (abbozzato
un paio d'anni fa* e che avrei intitolato "Amore di terra lontana” se questo titolo non
fosse in un volumetto delle Spighe®); mi riserbavo di godere poi il dono gradito. Cheé
le Sue pagine non possono esser lette con spirito distratto.

Non speravo di trovare casa tanto presto. A pena finito di picchierellare sulla

7 This "buona amica” could have been Gina Lombroso Ferrero, who lived in
the Tuscan countryside in this period.

’® In the area of Impruneta, south of Florence. Messina will situate her
penultimate novel, Le pause della vita, in San Gersolé, a frazione of the same
district.

79Unfortunately, due to the scarse biographical details of A.D.G., we do
not know whether he did in fact visit Florenge in 1922.

80 These journals would undoubtedly have been Ansia and L’Ora containing
the "poemetto", Poema di Padre Luca (Cfr. previous letter, note no. 99).
81 This "romanzo" that Messina would have wished to title "Amore di terra
lontana” is what will be published as Un fiore che non fiori, by Treves, Milano,
in 1923.

82 Perhaps this novel, planned in 1920 or 1921, was one of the texts
keeping her "tanto occupata”, mentioned by Messina in her letter of December
1920, No. 13.

®3 The book in question is by Michele Saponaro, published by Treves
(series: Le Spighe), in 1920. It is a collection of short stories. The title
story recounts how a young man meets up with a woman, Nanetta, from his home
town, with whom he once had an affair. She 1is now the mistress of a
"commendatore”. Romance seems to blossom between the two, but quickly dies.
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Remington I'ultima cartella della storia di Franca®, ecco la casa sull ‘orizzonte. Via a
metter la roba nei bauli, a fare imballare, spedire ... Sapesse quanti impicci! Non
posso dirle una bugia: le riviste sono rimaste chiuse nelle casse dei libril Ma 6 con
me, lo porto nella valigia "La predica"‘”. Comincero a leggerlo a Tavarnuzze dove
leggero il resto. Le diro schietta e viva la mia impressione. Venga a trovarci!

M. Messina.

® Franca Gaudelli is the protagonist ofin fiore che non fiori
% p.D.G.'s Ia predica di l'amurusanza was an essay, written in "prosa

ritmica siciliana" published in Rivista di Sicilia, Catania, in October-November
1921 (Galleria, p. 347).
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[postcard]

[Postmarked Tavarnuzze 10.6.22]

Le scrivo dal mio posticino preferito: un chioschetto verde ombroso e luminoso. Il
posto ideale per sentire la Sua arte, tutta frulli d'ali, e tilli, e sussurri di foglie e
d'acque...*

Qui o letto forte alla mamma due piccoli capolavori: la predica e il sole¥. La
mamma a ascoltato commossa e a concluso che le pareva di essere entrata nell'umida
chiesa e di avere veduto I'occhio del sole sull'uscio. Che dirle? Ella é un vero poeta!

O’ letto anche... lu monacu®. E' un frammento? O’ l'impressione che il
dialetto non si presti alla narrazione "a intreccio”, troppo estesa, al romanzo,
insomma®. Puo essere che mi inganni, e che Lei mi dimostri che si puo anche scrivere
un romanzo in dialetto®. Un poeta come Lei ottiene cio che vuole!

86 Messina, in describing Di Giovanni's prose, echoes his own adjective-
laden way of writing, quite different from her own usual style, which is spare
and simple. Here is a sample of A.D.G.'s prose, taken from his "profilo" of T.
Nediani: "a quando a quando il mormorio arcano del vento e pill spesso, il suono
largo e solenne delle campane che, sul far dell'alba, a mezzodl, a sera e durante
la giornata, irrompono improvvise sul suo capo, ora serenamente gioiose, ora
velate di pacata tristezza, inondando quelle misteriose e solitarie stamberghe
d'uno sciame suggestivo di argentini suoni" (Pro-familia, Milano, Anno XXII, no.
13, 26.III. 1922); cfr. also Letter No. 4, note 36, for A.D.G.'s description of
Percoto's prose style. We have often seen that Messina, in addressing Di
Giovanni, adopts his style and principles, which do not necessarily reflect her
own. It is a form of submission, of obsequiousness, to a greater authority.

8 A.D.G.'s L'occhiu di lu suli [l1'occhio del sole], together with La
predica di l'amurusanza, was an essay published in Rivista di Sicilia, Catania,
Oct-Nov. 1921. Both were from the unpublished collection of essays, Olivi
saracini (also called Lu pumu vecchiy. (F. Puccio, cit., p. 449).

88 Messina here is referring to Lu frati (which she had been hinting at in
Letter 18; <cfr. note No. 98) and more precisely, the fragment "E fra Grigoli
torna" (the "monacu" she mentions). The other three fragments are "Primavera
nmni lu rimitoriu" (Siciliana, 1luglio 1923), "Tra la nebbia e la pioggia nel
romitorio” (Il Mezzogiorno, 2.12.1926) and "Notti di wventu nni 1lu rimitoriu”
(Scuola e vitg Palermo, 31.1.1927) (F. Puccio, cit., p. 448).

8 ru frati was a "poema" and narrated a succession of events, the
"intreccio” to which Messina refers. Her comment that dialect is not suitable
for this form of narration, or for the novel, reveals that she is not on A.D.G.'s
side in his polemical stance that Verga should have written I Malavoglia, most
decidedly a novel, entirely in Sicilian dialect, instead of altering the Italian
idiom to follow the syntax and often lexicon of Sicilian dialect.

%0 Messina appears to challenge Di Giovanni to support his stance, namely,
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E ora non mi lasci mesi e mesi senza Sue notizie! Mi dica se verra a trovarci, e
mi parli della piccola Fina.

Cordialmente

Maria Messina.

that Sicilian novels should be written in dialect. However, A.D.G. never did
publish a novel in Sicilian: his L'uva di Sant’Antonio of 1939 was written in
Italian; of his Lu Saracinu, only two essays were published: "Cu 1li morti nni
'na nuttata di maluttempu", (La Tempra, Alcamo, 1.I.1922), and "La voce della
campana"” (Piccolo, Palermo, 9.XII.1926). (6alleria p. 348).
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[21]

Tavarnuzze 26 nov. 1922

Ottimo Amico

Dovevo brontolare per il Suo lungo silenzio e invece finisco col domandarle scuse per
non avere ancora risposto alla Sua cara lettera e al gradito invio delle "Conferenze”
del Patriarca® e del profilo®! Ma le giornate sono cosi corte, e il lavoro che vorrei
sbrigare é tanto! Inoltre, come Lei sa, io non scrivo che la mattina. Spesso scrivo col
lume, ché la nebbia é densa fin oltre le sette. Fino alle sette? Mi spiego: di solito sono
a tavolino alle quattro. Una abitudine che non deve sembrare strana al poeta del
Poverello.

O' mandato il "Patriarca” a mio fratello. Vorrei mandargli il profilo di T.
Nediani® - fatto assai bene. Ma non voglio restare senza. Pué spedirmene due o tre
copie? Oltre che a mio fratello lo farei leggere ad altri. Non se ne dimentichi.

La ringrazio d'avermi fatto conoscere il Nediani: il quale scrive con quella
forma calda, limpida, colorita, propria ai siciliani.

Un mio ritratto? Non o che una copia di un ritratto che non mi somiglia pii.
Quando me ne faro uno, glie lo mandero. (Stavo per dire, lo mandero loro... ché mi
pare di conoscere anche la Signora e la Signorina). Dica alla Sua figliuola che presto
mandero il mio "Fiore che non fiori".

Si ricordi di scrivermi: non spesso, ma non una volta all'anno! Con la mamma
la saluto cordialmente. Saluti alla gentile Signora™.

M. Messina.

E' difficile che si venga a Palermo questo inverno. Spero l'inverno venturo.

91 Messina must be referring to the lecture held by 2ino Ardizzone on
A.D.G.'s work, at the Universita popolare Cesare Battisti of Catania, on
6.IV.1922, published in Don Marzio, 8.IV.1922 and in Giornale di Sicilia,
9.1IV.1922. Galleria p. 362).

%2 this must be A.D.G.'s Profilo of Tommaso Nediani published in Pro-
familia, 26.3.1922, p. 149. (See Letter no. 20, note No. 112).

3 Reciprocally, T. Nediani wrote various critiques of Di Giovanni's art.
In Galleria are mentioned Un poeta delle miniere, in Sole del mezzogiorno,
25.3.1902; Macchiette e profili siciliani, in La patria, Ancona, 6.11.1904 [this
reference is wrong, the article does not appear in this newspaper]; Un grande
felibre siciliano, in Cordelia, Cento, 15.7.1921; and a bibliography, Alessio di
Giovanni, Palermo, 1922.

° pi Giovanni's wife was a Raffaelli Ballesteros, youngest daughter of the
Marchese Buongiordano of Palermo. He married her on 21 February 1916 (Letter to
Verga, 27.8.1915, archive code Ms.U.239.2654, Biblioteca Regionale Universitaria
di Catania).
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[22]

Tavarnuzze (Firenze) 27 dicembre 1922

Egregio Amico

O’ prestato il giorno di Natale il "Patriarca” alla dott. Gina Ferrero Lombroso che mi
scrive oggi la lettera che le accludo (pregandola di rendermela), assieme a una del
figlio - scritta a Lei. E'inutile presentare: la signora é la figliuola e la discepola di
Cesare Lombroso e suo marito - il padre del giovane Leo - é Guglielmo Ferrero.

Ora io la prego di mandare a me le sue traduzioni del Roumanille®.

Ma io sono in collera con Lei! Le 6 domandato un paio di "Profili" scritti da T.
Nediani®® e Lei zitto!

Molto cordialmente, augurando il buon anno, con la mamma, a Lei e alla Sua
JSamiglia

Maria Messina.

> pi Giovanni's translation of G. Roumanille's Racconti provenzall was
published by Sandron in Palermo, 1913.

¢ Messina must be referring to Nediani's Un grande felibre siciliano,
edited by C. Di Mino and O. Fiorenza, Palermo, 1922, in the series "Uomini di
Sicilia".
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[23]

[postcard]

[Postmarked Tavarnuzze 5.3.1923]

Debbo credere che Ella non abbia mai scritto, né quando Le mandai la lettera della
sig.ra Lombroso (che La pregavo di rendermi), né quando Le mandai il mio ultimo

libro?”” Non é possibile! E c'é¢ da stare su pensiero! Le scrivo per questo, sebbene sia
in gran lavoro.

Cordialmente

M. Messina.

97 . . , , .
Messina is referring to her novel Un fiore che non fiori, Treves,

Milano, 1923.
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(24]

[postcard]

[Postmarked Ascoli Piceno 1. 12. 1923]%®
Ottimo Sig. Di Giovanni

Fra compagni di lavoro non abbisognano scuse! Io non o affatto pensato male del Suo
silenzio e ora La ringrazio vivamente. Non posso prometterLe niente” - poi che la
promessa é per me cosa troppo sacra - ma Le dico che, se mi sara possibile, mandero
volentieri qualche mio scritto al Solco'®.

Tanti buoni auguri
Maria Messina

101

P.S. Scrivero al Sig. Minutilla

8 Possibly Messina was only on holiday in Ascoli Piceno, where she had
lived for several years (1509-1911) with her parents; by February of 1924 she
was once again in Tavarnuzze.

v > In the course of that year (1923) Messina had published only three
works: Un fiore che non fiori, "Lorentino” and "Villeggianti" (short stories, in
Nuova Antologiqg .

100 Italy's major libraries do not unfortunately possess copies of Il Solco
due to various natural calamities; it is therefore not possible to verify if
Messina did indeed send work to the journal.

101 This reference constitutes somewhat of a mystery. In terms of people

pertinent to Messina and Di Giovanni's sphere of reference, there had existed a
certain Leopoldo Minutilla, a Sicilian dialect poet from Palermo, who had written
Lu trivulu 'n casa, o sia la soggira e la nora, comedia in dialetto siciliano,
Pedone, Palermo, 1841, and Poesie in dialetto siciliano, Benedetto Lima Lao,
Palermo, 1857. (6. Mira, Bibliografia Siciliana, Tip. G.B. Gaudiano, Palermo,
1881, p. 83). But by 1923 he would almost certainly have been dead. Hence,
Messina could have been referring to a descendent, not famous enought to have
been included in Sicilian encyclopaediae.
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[25]

[postcard]

Capostrada (Pistoia) 2 febbraio 1927

O' ricevuto la Sua cartolina, la lettera, il dono graditissimo dei Fioretti in siciliano'®.
Avrei voluto scriverle un po’ a lungo per dirLe come ammiri la Sua bella attivita, come
mi abbia fatto piacere ricevere il libro, che cosi deliziosamente ripete i Fioretti, ma il
tempo per una lettera o meglio la disposizione di spirito necessaria mi mancano. Ella
sa che in certi periodi di lavoro e di preparazione, le giornate volano. Mi scusi percio
e abbia i cordialissimi ringraziamenti, I'ammirazione e gli auguri di

M. Messina

1oz D1 Giovanni's Fioretti di s. Francesco tradotti in siciliano were

published by Fratelli Corselli, Palermo in 1926.
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[26]

[postcard]

Capostrada (Pistoia) 7 dic 1927

11libro con la dedica gentile mi giunge gradito e saluto la ristampa del Poverello'® con
1 migliori auguri. Auguri per il nuovo anno a Lei e alla Sua famiglia

M. Messina.

103 Di Giovanni's Lu puvireddu amurusu was reprinted by Trimarchi,

Palermo in 1926 with a preface by Federico Mistral.

182



[27]
Pistoia. 8 gennaio 1940

Corso V. E. N. 4.

Egregio e caro Amico

Quando la Signora Zaccanini'™ mi porto i vostri saluti io le spiegai che sebbene li
gradissi non vi avrei risposto. Distaccata completamente dalla vita letteraria non ho
voluto agrapparmi [sic] a questa vita con banali corrispondenze che avrebbero di
continuo rinnovato dificoltd[sic] materiali e sofferenze morali. Percio silenzio con
tutti. Ma quando la posta mi porto il vostro dono mi sono profondamente commossa.
Nel guardare il libro'” che non potro mai sfogliare con le mie mani, nel contemplare la
dedica affettuosa e sopra tutto nel leggere la bellissima prefazione e le prime pagine
l'impide [sic] e vivaci nelle quali ritrovavo l'autore della morte del Patriarca o sentito
pungente il desiderio di farvi giungere una parola proprio mia di ringraziamento e di
ammirazione.

Non posso dilungarmi: sono sicura che voi sentirete il mio pensiero in queste
poche righe mal dettate. Con l'espressione della mia graditudine per esservi ricordata
di me abbiate il mio augurio fervido e sincero che questo vostro lavoro abbia tutta la
Jortuna che merita. Per necessita io lo leggero adagio adagio; cosi potro gustarlo
meglio come si gusta a uno a uno i chicchi di un bel grappolo d'uva.

Non faccio firmare col la [sic] volgare stampiglia questo biglietto perché voi
siete un poeta e comprendete che chi vi scrive e proprio la vostra povera amica

Maria Messina

104 This companion of Messina's unfortunately has not been traced;
the archives at Pistoia do not have any records which can be connected to her.

103 This book was Di Giovanni's novel L'uva di Sant'Antonio, Studio

editoriale Moderno, Catania, 1939. From the title Messina takes the metaphor for
her intended manner of reading the book.
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Messina's correspondence with
Enrico Bemporad

The correspondence Messina-Enrico Bemporad, covering the years 1917 to 1926, is
housed in the archives of the Florentine publishing house, Giunti Gruppo Editoriale,
formerly Casa Editrice Bemporad. Comprising a total of 45 documents, the
correspondence consists of letters written by both Messina and Bemporad. Also
included are letters from the Societa Italiana degli Autori, acting on Messina's behalf:
contracts drawn up for the publication of Messina's works; and receipts for monies paid
to her. Messina's letters are handwritten or typed and signed in her hand, while those by
Bemporad are carbon copies of the original letters sent to her.

This correspondence has never been published. I came to know of its existence
by tracing the archives of Casa Editrice Bemporad, which became Marzocco after the
Second World War and which was subsequently taken over by Giunti. I asked the
directors of Giunti whether they possessed any documents pertaining to Messina. They
indicated to me their possession of Messina's correspondence with Bemporad, the
director of the company from 1893 to 1938.

The directors of Giunti Gruppo Editoriale permitted me to read all the documents
and kindly photocopied for me the letters which are transcribed here. Of the total
number of letters possessed by Giunti, I have reproduced here all those written by
Messina in their possession and two of Bemporad's. Of the documents possessed by
Giunti, several are missing, as is made manifest by the gap in letters between 1919 and
1924.

Although the letters pertain mainly to the business relationship between the
publisher and the writer, Messina often referred to her personal and financial situation.
Thus these letters are a valuable source of information about her life during the years
1919 to 1926. In addition, they supplement the letters written to Alessio Di Giovanni by

including the type of personal information that she did not pass on to him.
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(1]

Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201, Napoli
22 dicembre 1917

Hllustre Signor Commendatore

Grazie della buona promessa ch’Ella mi fa di pubblicare per Pasqua. Oh! a
Pasqua ci sara finalmente un po’ di sole per tutti. o lo spero fervidamente. E non mi
faccia il torto di credere che la mia fede sia velata dall'ombra dell'egoismo! Sarebbe
una cosa orribile, da parte mia!

Ella stabilisce fin da ora £.300 per la prima ediz. di quasi 2500 copie... Povera
me! Debbo pur dimostrarLe che la mia remissivita era affatto sincera (quanto mi
piacque l'arguzia cosi gentilmente fiorentina) e pero accetto senza replicare.

Mi é sembrato superfluo ricordarLe che avro bisogno di un certo numero di
copie da offrire personalmente a giornali e a critici che si occuperanno del libro. Ad
ogni modo accenno ora a questo punto.

0’ scritto oggi stesso per i clichés. La informero a pena avro una risposta.

La ringrazio di avermi indicato un modello nel libro di Térésah. Io non Le ¢
mai parlato di cio perché conosco bene le edizioni della Sua Casa. E poi, le Sue
bambine non vorranno anche loro che Cenerella abbia una bella veste?

Il giorno 11 Le o spedito raccom. la serie completa del Corr. dei picc'. col
romanzetto.

Abbia tanti buoni auguri e ossequi da

Maria Messina.

t Il Corriere dei Piccoli, a journal in which stories for children were

published.
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Firenze 7 giugno 1919

Gent.ma Signora MARIA MESSINA

Via Luca Giordano al Vomero 201
NAPOLI

Ho letto con molto piacere il Suo nuovo bel volume "La fiamma del focolare™ me ne
compiaccio assai con Lei e non occorre Le dica che senz'altro l'accetto.

Quanto alle condizioni faro le stesse che per CENERELLA e come questo andra
nella stessa collezione che ha cosi bene incontrato il favore del nostro mondo dei
piccoli. Le faro avere fra breve il regolare contratto.

Va da sé che sara mia specialissima cura fare uscire il volume al pit presto. In
questo momento abbiamo: lo sciopero dei tipografi che dura da parecchio e che non
accenna a comporsi cosi tutte le pubblicazioni sono temporaneamente arenate. Spero
di potere iniziare presto il lavoro per dare passo a tutto cio che é rimasto in sospeso e
cominciare subito la composizione delle cose alle quali maggiormente ci tengo e fra le
quali c'é naturalmente il Suo bel libro.

Voglia ricordarsi sovente di me e gradire coi miei saluti una cordiale stretta di
mano.

Enrico Bemporad.

Despite the presence of signed documents, contracts and receipts of
money paid to Messina for La fiamma del focolare, there is no evidence of
publication of the book. The 5 year gap in the Messina-Bemporad correspondence,
from 1919 to 1924, also prevents us from knowing the history of this work.
Giunti have no records of it, but say that it was perfectly possible for
contracts to be finalised, money to be paid to the author, and then for the
project to be abandoned.
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Napoli 9 giugno 1919

Egregio Signor Comm. Bemporad

Grazie della cortese lettera di risposta.

Accetto per le novelle le condizioni fatte per Cenerella. Accetto anche la stessa
percentuale. Solo: se per Cenerella si é stabilito di firmare le copie delle edizioni
successive alla prima, per "La fiamma del focolare”, la firma e la percentuale avranno
principio dalla prima edizione. Mi permetto di rammentarLe fin da ora questo punto,
accennato nella mia ultima lettera, per non dovere correggere il regolare contratto che
Ella mi avvisa di spedire fra breve.

Mi é stato detto che autunno Ella verra a Napoli. Sarei molto lieta di vederLa!
E pero mi fara gran piacere se, a suo tempo, vorra preannunziarmi la Sua venuta.

Cordialmente, con una buona stretta di mano

Maria Messina
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Firenze 12 giugno 1919

Gent.ma Sig.a MARIA MESSINA
Via Luca Giordano al Vomero
NAPOLI

In risposta alla pregiatissima Sua lettera del 9 corrente le confermo il contenuto della
mia ultima. Come Le dissi le condizioni saranno le stesse che per "Cenerella” cioé 300
lire per la 1° edizione e per percentuale su ciascuna delle successive. Ella vorra essere
cosi cortese da non insistere nella nuova variante propostami anche perché non posso
due volte compensare la stessa edizione. Con una somma fissa e con una percentuale:

- Le pare?

Non ho pero alcuna difficolta ad accogliere senz'altro il suo desiderio di
Jfirmare anche i libri di 1°edizione il che costituira per Lei una valida garanzia.

La mia venuta alla bella Napoli non credo sara molto prossima, ma sara mia
premura di preavvisarla desiderando io pure incontrarmi con Lei. Le unisco una
memoria riguardante "Cenerella”.

Colgo I'occasione per salutarLa e inviarle una cordiale stretta di mano.

Enrico Bemporad
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Napoli 21 giugno 1919

Egregio Signor Comm. Bemporad

Senza insistere oltre, accetto quanto mi scrive (nella Sua ultima graditissima lettera) e
che Ella puo oramai stabilire nel contratto da firmare.

Poiché non mi contenta in cio che Le chiedevo, spero vorra almeno concedermi
di pubblicare dentro I'autunno, o, piu precisamente, nel prossimo ottobre. Avro questo

piacere?

Colgo l'occasione per pregarLa di mandarmi col contratto - se non Le dispiace
- le trecento lire fissate per la 1°ediz.

Del cortese anticipo (pii che utile) Le sarei gratissima. Ma cio, ripeto, se non
Le dispiace.

RingraziandoLa cordialmente

Maria Messina
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[CONTRACT)]

Per il presente privato atto da valere alla pari di pubblico istrumento la Sig.a MARIA
MESSINA cede in assoluto e senza restrizioni alla Societa Anonima R. BEMPORAD &
FIGLIO Editrice a Firenze la proprieta letteraria del suo volume intitolato “La fiamma
del focolare”.

In compenso di tale cessione la Societa Anonima R. BEMPORAD paghera alla Signora
Maria Messina la somma di lire Trecento (Lire 300) per la prima edizione di
Duemilacinquecento copie. Non appena questa edizione sara esaurita la Societd
Bemporad potra farne una nuova e cosi di seguito. Per ogni copia che vendera delle
edizioni successive alla prima, la Societa Bemporad dovra pagare all'Autrice centesimi
venticinque.

L'Autrice ha il diritto di firmare tutte le copie sia della prima che delle successive
edizioni.

Il regolamento e il pagamento sara fatto all'autrice nel mese di Marzo, cioé una volta
all'anno.

Per le traduzioni in lingua straniera gli eventuali proventi saranno divisi in parti
eguali; fra lI'dutrice e la Societa BEMPORAD. I proventi per la riproduzione
cinematografica, musicale e drammatica, spetteranno integralmente all'Autrice.

Fatto il presente in duplice originale da ritenersi uno per parte.

Firenze 24 Giugno 1919.
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Tavarnuzze (Firenze) 17 febbraio 1924

Egregio Signor Comm.

Le saro grata se vorra usarmi la cortesia di farmi informare dell'esito della ristampa di
"Cenerella”

Non o dimenticato la promesso di affidarLe la pubblicazione di un libro per
Janciulli, e spero di avere presto il piacere di potergliene riparlare.

In attesa di un cenno di risposta, di cui La ringrazio fin da ora,

La saluto cordialmente

Maria Messina.

191



(8]

Firenze Via del Gelsomino 49

25 giugno 1924

Egregio Signor Comm. Bemporad

Desiderando parlarLe, verrei (se il giorno e l'ora Le riescono comode) lunedi 30 - nella
mattinata - trale 9 e le 10.

Saluti cordiali

Maria Messina

192



9]
Firenze via del Gelsomino 49

12 luglio 1924

Egregio Signor Comm. Bemporad
Firenze

Sarei ben lieta di potere accettare senz'altro le condizioni che Ella mi fa nella Sua
gentile lettera! Ma, nell'accennare alle condizioni presenti dell'industria Editoriale,
Ella non a considerato come debba essere imbarazzante per me il rispondere: non
volendo rifiutare le proposte che Ella avanza con cortesia grande, e non potendo
chiderLe quanto mi ripromettevo dal mio lavoro.

Ora, tenendo anzi tutto conto di quel che Ella accenna, e cercando di non
sacrificare troppo i miei lunghi mesi di fatica - senza scontentare Lei stessa -, mi limito
a chiedere il meno che io posso: e cioé lire mille e cinquecento per le tremila copie
Sfirmate.

Si tratta solo di cinquecento lire ogni mille copie.

Si come io non potrei assolutamente abbassare oltre questa piccola percentuale
(basata non sul prezzo di copertina ma su ciascuna copia del libro), cosi spero che Ella
non voglia continuare una inutile infruttuosa discussione.

Quanto al tempo della pubblicazione io avevo capito che Ella avrebbe fatto
uscire il libro dentro quest'anno, poco dopo la sua pubblicaz. a puntate. Il romanzo
(trattando un ambiente poco osservato o forse male reso artisticamente) non avrebbe
nulla da guadagnare con un ritardo. Pero La prego vivamente (una volta accordati) di
voler disporre perché illustrazioni e stampatura siano pronte dentro lI'anno 1924.

11 titolo mi pare risponda bene alla luminosa serenita del romanzo: ma se Ella
ne preferisce un altro, che invogli maggiormente il lettore fanciullo, La contentero.

Se Ella vuole, io sarei disposta a mettere in fondo al libro una novellina che
(per essere dello stesso genere del romanzo) non guasterebbe I'armonia del contenuto.

Ella non mi a proposto nulla per la cessione del lavoro; pure accordandoci
sulla percentuale mi farebbe piacere sapere quanto Ella sarebbe disposta a darmi in
una volta.

In attesa di una Sua risposta, La prego di gradire i saluti cordiali miei e di mia
Madre.

Maria Messina.
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Firenze via del Gelsomino 49
4 settembre 1924

Egregio Signor Comm. Bemporad
Firenze

1l nuovo titolo del romanzo per Janciulli, scelto fra tre o quattro, é: "Storia di buoni
zoccolj e di cattive scarpe”.

A me sembra grazioso e promettente, e vorrei avere scelto bene. Credendo di
JarLe cosa gradita, Le mando a leggere quanto mi scrive la dott. Piccoli’. E' una delle
simpatiche lettere che anno salutato la Jine della pubblicazione a puntate del lavoro.

La prego di rimandarmela.

Mi fara piacere se, nello stesso tempo, Ella vorra mandarmi la minuta del
contratio relativo al romanzo, come si era detto a voce.

Con molti cordiali saluti

Maria Messina.

3 This is not included among the documents possessed by Giunti.
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Firenze via del Gelsomino 49
14 settembre 1924

Casa Editrice Bemporad
~ Firenze

Rispondo alla Loro lettera del 10 settembre corr. nella quale mi chiedono di richiamare
alla memoria i punti principali che riguardano il contratto relativo alla pubblicazione
di "Storia di buoni zoccoli e di cattive scarpe”.

Questi punti sono:
Pubblicazione in veste elegante, bene illustrata, nel principio della primavera del 1925,

Diritto dell’A. di firmare tutti i frontespizi di tutte le copie stampate.

Pagamento di £ 1500 per la 1° edizione di copie tremila, Jirmate - dentro tre mesi dalla
pubblicazione.

Nello schema del contratto che verra mandato, sara fissato, Jra l'altro, che per Ie
successive edizioni il corrispettivo sara stabilito di comune accordo Jra l'4. e I'Editore.

Saluti

Maria Messina
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Firenze via del Gelsomino 49
19 settembre 1924

Egregio Signor Comm. Bemporad
Citta

Le rimando la minuta del contratto da trascrivere in bollo, ringraziandoLa
cordialmente.
Mi farebbe piacere sapere chi illustrera il libro.

In attesa, coi migliori saluti

Maria Messina
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Firenze via del Gelsomino 49
26 settembre 1924

Egregio Signor Comm. Bemporad
Firenze

Le mando I'una delle due copie in bollo del contratto.

Quanto alla scelta dell'illustratore, Le sono assai grata del cortese invito di
JarLe una indicazione in proposito. Tuttavia non credo di poterne profittare, perché
non vorrei, assumendo questa scelta, assumere o dividere anche la responsabilita di
una mediocre esecuzione, o, quel che non conta meno, di un ritardo di esecuzione che
influisse sulla data fissata per la stampa del libro.

Mi rimetto pertanto alla scelta che Ella stesso sara per fare, con tanta maggior
competenza di me; e mi permetto solo di esprimere il vivo desiderio che le illustrazioni
non abbiano ad avere un carattere caricaturale pur cercando di rendere
figurativamente I'umorismo bonario del lavoro.

Con i piu cordiali saluti

M. Messina
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
21 febbraio 1925

Signor Comm. Enrico Bemporad
Firenze

Egregio Signor Comm.

Sono costretta a pregarLa di volermi anticipare le lire mille e cinquecento di
compenso per la 1° ediz. di "Storia di buoni zoccoli e di cattive scarpe” che sara
pubblicato al cominciare di primavera. Secondo il convenuto, il compenso mi spetta a
pubblicazione fatta, ma io spero che Ella sara tanto gentile da inviarmi la somma di cui
ho non solo bisogno ma anche urgenza’.

Noi abbiamo cambiato casa; e pero La prego di dirigere in "via Leonardo
Ximenes 23".

Mi auguro di ricevere presto le bozze del libro.

La ringrazio vivamente, fin da ora, egregio Comm., del favore che, ne sono certa, Ella
avra la bonta di farmi

Cordialmente

M. Messina.

Here we have the first sign of Messina's growing financial need.
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[postcard]

Firenze - Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
18 maggio 1925

Egregio Comm.

La pubblicazione di "Storia di buoni zoccoli" doveva essere awiata (secondo la Sua
gradita lettera del 24 febbr. corr.) verso la fine di aprile.
Quando ricevero le bozze per la prima correzione?

RingraziandoLa fin da ora La saluto cordialmente

M. Messina
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
26 maggio 1925

Egregio Comm.

La Sua lettera del 22 mi giunge inaspettata e sgradita.

Non mi sembra possibile che Ella pensi di mancare allo impegno formalmente preso a
voce e per iscritto, di pubblicare in primavera. Se in fipografia si sono presentati nuovi
lavori, il mio ms. li Dprecede.

Inoltre Ella mi aveva promesso che il mio libro avrebbe JSigurato nella Fiera del
Libro.

In attesa di migliori notizie, saluto cordialmente.

M. Messina.
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
29 giugno 1925

Egregio Signor Comm. Enrico Bemporad
Firenze

Egregio Signor Comm.

Con questa mia Le avverto che é affidato alla Societa Italiana degli Autori’ - Sezione
del Libro - (di cui faccio parte), tutto quanto riguarda l'esecuzione dei patti stipulati nei
contratti Editoriali delle mie varie pubblicazioni.

Con amicizia, la saluto cordialmente.

Maria Messina

> The Societa italiana degli autori ed editori (SIAE) was founded in Milan

on 23.4.1882 "come sodalizio privato tra uomini di cultura o giuristi, con lo
scopo di diffondere i principi giuridici e morali della protezione delle
creazioni letterarie e artistiche. Solo pil tardi assunse la gestione di alcune
facolta del diritto d'autore per conto degli autori e dei loro aventi causa.
[...] La S. esplica l'attivita di intermediazione per conto e nell'interesse dei
propri soci e iscritti, nonché di coloro che gliene affidino apposito mandato”
(Guido Barberis, Grande dizionario enciclopedico UTET, XVII Salt-Sos, UTET,
Torino, 1990, p. 1014).

201



(18]

Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
3 luglio 1925

Egregio Signor
Comm. Enrico Bemporad
Firenze

Egregio Signor Comm.

Mi duole molto che Ella abbia accolto con rammarico la mia lettera.

Se avessi temuto di doverLe fare una sgradita sorpresa non mi sarei limitata a
due righi di avviso, ma Le avrei spiegato che: essendo gia socia della Societa Autori e
per conseguenza socia della nuova Sezione, avevo affidato a questa - secondo gli
articoli del Regolamento - l'esecuzione di tutti i contratti stipulati con tutti i miei
Editori, senze eccezione per alcuno.

Spero che Ella vorra credere che la mia lettera - circolare - del tutto simile alle
altre da me spedite nel medesimo tempo agli altri miei Editori -, non é stata ispirata da
diminuita amicizia o da poco riguardo verso di Lei.

Cordialmente

M. Messina
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
7 ottobre 1925 '

Egregio Signor Comm.
Enrico Bemporad
Firenze

FEgregio Signor Comm.

Nel mancare all'impegno preso a voce e per iscritto - di pubblicare nella primavera di
quest'anno - Ella si é nuovamente impegnata a stampare "Storia di buoni zoccoli” pri
m a della fina dell'anno. Ho accettato con pazienza le ragioni del ritardo da Loro
spiegato. E ora, essendo dentro il mese di ottobre, mi sono aspettata di ricevere le
prima bozze da correggere, di sapere chi ha illustrato il romanzo, di seguire insomma
gli inizi della pubblicazione, perché essa sia pronta nel Natale - tempo propizio alla
vendita dei libri per fanciulli.
La prego di considerare che un nuovo rinvio, anche breve, mi danneggerebbe.

In attesé, La saluto cordialmente

Maria Messina.
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
12 ottobre 1925.

Egregio Signor
Comm. Enrico Bemporad
Firenze

Egregio Signor Comm.

La ringrazio della Sua cortese lettera, la quale mi fa sperare ch'io non debba pii
tornare a "ricordarle la promessa”.

Mi auguro ch'Ella prenda a cuore la pubblicazione del mio libro che, ne sono
certa, merita tutte le Sue cure.

Non sorrida, e non ripeta che gli autori anno delle debolezze per certi loro
lavori!

Non da me sono venuta nella consolante persuasione che "Storia di buoni
zoccoli” - tanto piaciuto e aspettato - sara un buon libro per fanciulli.

Un vero peccato che esso non sia comparso nella Fiera! Ma pazienza!

Quanto all'illustratore (nel confessarLe che mi contraria sentire che Ella ne
cerca ancora uno!), dovrei ripetere, parola per parola, quanto Le scrissi nella mia del
26 settembre 1924. Un mio suggerimento potrebbe essere causa di nuovi ritardi o di
una esecuzione poco soddisfacente.

Per esempio, penserei al Sacchetti.. al Fabbi.. Ma mi rimetto completamente
alla Sua competenza. Solo La prego di ottenere delle illustrazioni che nel rendere
l'umorismo bonario del lavoro, non siano delle caricature; e La prego vivamente di
non trascurare il mio desiderio che il libro esca per Natale, fra le nuove strenne.

Saluti cordiali

M. Messina.
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
19 ottobre 1925

Egregio Signor
Comm. Enrico Bemporad
Firenze

Egregio Signor Comm.

Se veramente Ella fara "il possibile” - come mi scrive - il mio libro uscirc per Natale.
Un Editore della Sua forza dispone di tutti i mezzi necessari a Jare cio che vuole, e io
spero vivamente che questa volta Ella non manchera alla Sua promessa.

Pubblicare per Natale sara qualche cosa di piis che mantenere un impegno e io
glie ne saro riconoscente. Ella sa che io sono stata molto malata. 1l libro consegnato a
Lei I'anno scorso dovrebbe essere il primo, in ordine di data, a chiudere la sosta della
mia attivita. Non mi risponda con un'altra lettera che venga a turbarmi, nel nuovo
lavoro che conto di finire prima della Jine dell'anno, e abbia invece per me un po' di
quell'interessamento che mi aspetto da Lei.

M. Messina.
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
15 novembre 1925

Comm. Enrico Bemporad
Firenze

Egregio Comm.

La pubblicazione del mio libro da in secco? Non vorra Ella, nel mantenere il Syo
impegno, dimostrarmi quell'interessamento che mi aspettavo nella mia ultima lettera?

Debbo proprio dolermi di avere affidato a Lei il mio lavoro, che ¢ degno di comparire
tra le pii buone strenne di Natale cosi come lo era di figurare nella Fiera dj

Primavera?
Spero vivamente che Ella rispondera alle amichevoli domande coll'invio delle

prime bozze da correggere.

Saluti cordiali

M. Messina.
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Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
4 dicembre 1925

Egregio Comm.

La ringrazio vivamente della Sua gradita lettera del 1 corr. e dell'interessamento che
mi promette.

leri o rimandato corrette le prime bozze di stampa. Esse sono in disordine per
la mancanza di un paio di cartelle originali, e pero La prego di raccomandarle in
tipografia e di farmi rimandare le impaginate perché io possa rivederle e correggerle
con cura.

Nell'autunno - forse per l'errore di avere passato l'estate in montagna, forse per
il freddo sopraggiunto -, le mie povere gambe si sono ancora piu indebolite. Ella
rammentera con quanta fatica camminassi giti I'anno passato.

Ma lavoro molto aspettando di stare meglio -, e credo di avere conchiuso
qualche cosa di buono.

Mi auguro che questa mia La trovi perfetiamente guarita dell'influenza.

Con i migliori auguri abbia i pii cordiali saluti di

Maria Messina.
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Citta Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
22 gennaio 1926

Egregio Comm.

La prego di farmi mandare i seguenti libri, editi dalla Sua Casa, scelti nell'estratto del
catalogo 1925:

// GUIDA DI FIRENZE di E. GRIFI.

// PENSACI GIACOMINO! di L. PIRANDELLO (teatro)
// TUTTO PER BENE di L. Pirandello (teatro)

// LA LINGUA DEL PAPPAGALLQ, di PIETRO MASTRI
// LA FRONDA OSCILLANTE di Pietro Mastri

/" IL CATALOGO GENERALE ecc. illustrato ecc.

RingraziandoLa fin da ora delle "agevolazioni” nella spesa che avra la cortesia di
Jarmi fare, La prego di fare unire ai libri la relativa fattura.

Cordialmente,

M. Messina.
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Firenze Via L. Ximenes 23
25 marzo 1926

Egregio Comm.

Le mando un breve elenco di persone e di giornali® a cui desidero sia mandato "Storia
di buoni zoccoli” perché possano occuparsi di questo libro, come anmo fatto di altre
mie pubblicazioni.

E io quando ricevero le copie a me destinate? Mi fara piacere averle in questi
giorni, cosi potrd offrirne qualcuna con gli auguri di Pasqua a qualche amica che
merita la primizia in dono.

In attesa di ringraziarLa, abbia i miei saluti cordiali.

M. Messina.

® This 1list is not among the documents possessed by Giunti Gruppo

Editoriale.
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[postcard]

Firenze Via Leonardo Ximenes 23
10 maggio 1926

Egregio Comm.

"Storia di buoni zoccoli" é finalmente uscito, ma io non ricevo le copie a me destinate.

Mi dispiace davvero non aver potuto mandare il libro a qualcuno, prima che a giornali
ecc. ecc.

Gliene scrivo, pregandoLa di sollecitare Il'invio.

Coi pin cordiali saluti

M. Messina
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[postcard]

Firenze Via. L. Ximenes 23
17 maggio 1926

Comm. Enrico Bemporad

Grazie delle dieci copie del libro.

Le spedisco a varie persone, non segnate nell'elenco che Le & mandato, le quali
S€ ne occuperanno con recensioni. Sebbene sia avara del grazioso volumetto, le dieci
copie non mi bastano. Le sarei grata se mi potesse mandare altre dieci, o almeno otto.

Cordialmente La ringrazio fin da ora.

Maria Messina
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Firenze Via L. Ximenes 23
5 settembre 1926

Comm. Enrico Bemporad
Casa Editrice Bemporad
Citta

Egregio Comm.

La irregolarita da Lei commessa nel 1919, concedendo il permesso di tradurre
stenograficamente il vol. "Cenerella” e pigliando il relativo compenso, Senza
avvertirmi, mi addolora tuttavia. Avevo ricevuto le £ 100 dalla Soc. Aut. quale
corrispettivo di tale permesso - conosciuto per caso - che non poteva soddisfarmi.

Ora Ella mi scrive direttamente, e mi manda un Jogliolino di ricevuta cui Ella
da il grosso nome di "documento”. Dall'amministraz. delle mie pubblicazioni si occupa
la Soc. Autori. Ma, per la nostra vecchia amicizia, Jaccio una eccezione e rispondo
direttamente alle Sue lettere del 3 corr. decisa a tagliare corto all'antipatica questione.

E pero questa mia lettera, che chiude amichevolmente ogni divergenza, vale piu
e meglio della ricevuta che Ella mi domanda.

Spero che Ella voglia dimostrare dell'interessamento per la diffusione di "Storia
di buoni zoccoli”, e che la 1°tiratura sia presto esaurita.

Con i piti cordiali saluti

M. Messina.
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[29]

Capostrada (Pistoia), Ponte Napoleone
15 ottobre 1926

Egregio Comm.

Sperando che la campagna mi faccia del bene - le mie povere gambe si rifiutano a
ripigliare forza - io e la mamma siamo venute quassii a Capostrada.

Da qui Le mandiamo il cordiale saluto che non abbiamo potuto JfarLe prima di
lasciare Firenze, e un mio recente ritratto.

Qui mi aspetto di ricevere presto il compenso della prima ediz. di "Storia di
buoni zoccoli". Mi duole dovervi accennare proprio in questo biglietto.

Ma sapesse come é diventata necessaria e urgente la piccola somma, dopo
avere sostenuto tante spese!

Con amicizia

M. Messina.
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[30]

Capostrada (Pistoia)
12 dicembre 1926

Egregio Comm.

O’ quasi pronto un bel volume di novelle’, che mi piacerebbe Josse pubblicato dalla Sua
Casa - dove il mio nome non entra fra i "libri per grandi".

O’ buone, fondate speranze che sarca davvero un bel volume, poiché non si tratta
delle solite novelle fatte col metro®, per i quotidiani.

Che ne pensa? Senza dilungarmi nella mia proposta, che mi auguro Ella vedra
volentieri, aspetto la Sua risposta’®.

Con i piu cordiali saluti

Maria Messina.
It is unclear as to where these stories ended up. After 1926 no
collections of short stories were published; possibly some of these were

published individually inNuova Antologiaor in La Donna.
Messina's books published by Bemporad were all for children.

Short stories written specifically for newspapers had to be a certain
length for reasons of space. This had an influence on the content, which had to
be brief enough to fit the space allocated to the story.

10Bemporad's reply to this request was negative, claiming a backlog of
work and an inability to assume any new contracts.

214













































































































































































































































































































































































